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ABSTRACT

JUMPING IN THE SNOW: AN EXPLORATION OF EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATOR
CAREER COMMITMENT
Tara Mathien, Ed.D.
Department of Leadership, Educational Psychology and Foundations
Northern Illinois University, 2016
Joseph Flynn, Director

This study examined the experiences of early childhood educators that had chosen to
make teaching a career. Little research exists that examines resiliency and persistence factors
in association with career commitment ideals of early childhood educators. Work experiences
in early childhood programs have been researched extensively yet without the focus on those
that have stayed in the field for at least five years or more.
Questions addressed by this study involve how educators describe and perceive their
role and overall careers. Additionally, background experiences, life experiences, personality
factors, and resiliency were deeply explored.
The study involved a three-part interview series to explore experiences and
perceptions of early childhood careers. This case study was conducted on four early childhood
educators that have been in the field and identify as committed to their careers. The setting
was a campus child care center. Each participant was interviewed a total of three times and
observed in their classrooms three times.

Analysis was done on all interviews and observations to find themes between
participants. Five emergent themes were identified as a result of this study. The findings
revealed important factors that relate to career commitment in early childhood educators.
Findings further indicate a need for programmatic and policy infrastructures to support new
teachers, mentors, and peer learning opportunities.
The study also outlined several recommendations that address the greater implication
for the field. Recommendations include issues around competency, qualifications, education,
well-being, and quality of early childhood educators.
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CHAPTER 1
RISE AND SHINE!

It was an early January morning. Snow covered the ground and a bitter cold blew
through the air. An alarm goes off and is promptly turned off. It’s 5:30 a.m. A woman, tall,
with short blonde hair gets up and says to herself, “Another cold day, but the kids will want to
go outside in this snow.” Her name is Patti. She is an early childhood educator. She gets
herself ready and waits for her daughter to drive her to work at the ABC Child Learning
Center. She carries two big bags of materials with her to work. Her bags contain gloves, a
few pairs of children’s mittens, a large picture of a train she picked up thinking of one of the
children she teaches that would love to see it, her lunch, and a stack of children’s books
loaned from the library.
This vignette is a typical morning for many early childhood educators. The day starts
very early. The starting time for many early childhood programs is 7:30 a.m. and closing is
not until 6:00 p.m. As teachers plan for learning experiences for the children, preparation
entails activities done largely outside of their scheduled work hours. Many teachers
supplement their classroom activities with additions of their own materials, bought out of
pocket, loaned from libraries, and found along the years. They carry bags to and fro every
day, constantly reflect and prepare outside of work times, and accumulate materials to
enhance their lessons. Early childhood educators‟ work does not end at the end of the day. It
is ongoing, always on their minds and requiring their time. Along with the need to continually
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keep the needs of children on their minds outside of work hours, there are other, outside
pressures added to the role of being an early childhood educator.
Early childhood education is an integral component for a successful educational
foundation. In a study from the National Institute for Early Education Research (Barnes,
2008), “Preschool Education and Its Lasting Effects: Research and Policy Implications,” early
education is attributed to positive effects on children‟s learning and development. Even more,
long term effects have been associated with children attending preschool. These include:
lasting school success, higher achievement test scores, lower rates of grade remediation, and
higher educational attainment. These findings were across all socioeconomic enclaves. The
call for high quality early childhood education is distinct.
A recent, national study conducted by the Institute of Medicine and the National
Research Council (2015) found that high quality experiences for children birth through age
eight largely depend on a variety of factors, all revolving around the workforce in early
childhood education. The study suggests that the early childhood workforce relies on the
settings in which they work and policies and infrastructure of professional learning
opportunities to succeed in the field. Further, consistency and competency in the science of
child development is necessary to support the development of children. All of these findings
are decisive to meeting the demands of teaching young children.
High quality child care has been linked to teacher training and education (Kim, 2010).
Teachers should possess „„the educational qualifications, knowledge, and professional
commitment necessary to promote children‟s learning and development‟‟ (National
Association for the Education of Young Children, 2005, p. 57). Although the National

3
Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) asserts what teachers should
possess, it is not always easy to measure or accurately assess if teachers do, in fact, have the
knowledge and professional commitment necessary to support children‟s learning and
development. Teacher dispositions have often been the criteria that provide a framework for a
teacher‟s potential to be successful and effective (Colker, 2008). Historically, dispositions
have been identified and used as goals of early childhood educators (Katz, 1993). Much of
the research has identified effective teacher dispositions and how those dispositions support
children‟s learning in the field (Adams & Pierce, 2004; Colker, 2008; Katz, 1993). However,
how do teacher dispositions relate to professional commitment? How does an early childhood
professional maintain resiliency and persistence throughout his or her career? The
relationship between these ideas has not been thoroughly investigated enough to understand
how disposition attainment may contribute to a sense of professional commitment in early
childhood education.

Background and Overview

Little research exists that examines resiliency and persistence factors in association
with career commitment ideals of early childhood educators. Work experiences in early
childhood programs have been researched extensively yet with the focus on negative aspects
of the profession and reasons for educators to leave the field (Jorde-Bloom, 1986, 2010;
Lanigan, 2011; Olsen & Anderson, 2007; Sumsion, 2007; Thomason & La Paro, 2012). For
example, Thomason (2013) identified factors related to dissatisfaction with an early childhood
education career, which included low educational attainment, few years of experience, and no

4
membership in a professional education organization. However, the research is lacking in
terms of a focus on early childhood educators who actually stay in the field for more than five
years. Studies by Paula Jorde-Bloom (2010) at the McCormick Center for Early Childhood
Leadership at National Louis University have concluded that job satisfaction of teachers in
early childhood education programs relate to staff turnover, low pay rates, and inconsistent
educational qualifications of teachers. Many early career teachers leave the profession due to
feelings of low self-efficacy and poor job satisfaction (Kirby, 2011). The problem is more
than historical compensation policy, but rather the deeper issues that may deter an early
childhood educator from a lasting career.
Teachers are at the center of high quality, meaningful learning experiences. One of
the major pedagogies of teaching is to create a learning environment that is student-centered
and authentic (Jensen & Kiley, 2000). In order to accomplish this, it requires teachers that are
well-versed in child development, understand brain development, and strive for proven best
practices. Programs strive for employing teachers that are able to meet the demands of high
quality practices. However, when investigating problems with the field of early childhood
education, job satisfaction, commitment, and retention are at the forefront of the tribulations
facing the field. Teachers that overwhelmingly express dissatisfaction with their careers and
consider leaving the field pose a dilemma for raising overall quality of the experiences young
children receive within the field of early childhood. This means that the issue of creating
meaningful learning experiences cannot be tackled without addressing early childhood
education teacher commitment. Noddings (2003) states, “Education, by its very nature,
should help people to develop their best selves – to become people with pleasing talents,
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useful and satisfying occupations, self-understanding, sound character, a host of
appreciations, and a commitment to continuous learning” (p. 23). Education itself cannot
provide those things to students. It requires a teacher who is prepared and committed to
create that type of learning environment. Presently, this is usually a teacher who is pulled in
numerous conflicting directions by parents, administrators, funding, and governing bodies that
impact the nature and characteristics of the teaching field (Fowler, Bloom, Talan, Beneke, &
Kelton, 2008). Parents have expectations of performance that teachers prove their abilities by
the gains children show. Administrators press down policies and expectations in which
teachers must comply. Programs rely on funding resources to help maintain instructional
supplies and meet curriculum needs. Governing bodies establish standards for learning
outcomes and criteria for teacher qualifications. Early childhood education teachers can find
themselves in a stressful role in which they may not feel prepared. One of the most critical
problems facing early childhood education today is the commitment level of teachers
currently in the field.

Problem Statement

High quality early childhood education programs need the support of high quality,
committed teachers. Internationally, research shows that early childhood education must be
of high quality to benefit children, and staff continuity and qualifications are central to that
quality (Sumsion, 2007). Teachers should possess „„the educational qualifications,
knowledge, and professional commitment necessary to promote children‟s learning and
development‟‟ (NAEYC, 2005, p. 2). According to the Illinois Department of Human
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Services ([IDHS], 2011), “High quality child care improves children's experiences and
developmental outcomes and also contributes to a prepared, productive and stable current and
future workforce” (p. 3). However, job dissatisfaction has contributed to high staff turnover
in the early childhood education field. Research by the IDHS (2011) has shown that 27.7% of
all early childhood teachers in Illinois have left the field in the last two years. Yet, little
research has examined how educators‟ personal characteristics may affect their intent to stay
in the field (Holochwost, DeMott, Buell, Yannetta, & Amsden, 2009). Career commitment
must be improved in the early childhood education field in order to elevate teacher dedication
to quality in early childhood programs.

Purpose
The purpose of this research is to explore early childhood educators‟ career
experiences and the interaction between teacher dispositions, persistence, and commitment to
the field. This study looks to move the debate beyond the baseline qualifications, pay, and
retention of teachers to how to improve the quality of teacher career experiences and how to
focus attention on workplace policies that support teachers to be able to consistently perform
well and to continue to learn and improve. The study focuses on career commitment
pertaining to personal attitudes and perceptions that early childhood educators relate to their
role, particularly, dispositions that early childhood educators possess and utilize throughout
their careers that foster career commitment.
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Research Questions

Research questions that guide this study include:
Research Question 1: How do participants describe their lived experiences in their
early childhood education careers?
Research Question 2: How do participants identify their own teacher dispositions?
Research Question 3: How do participants describe or characterize their role as an
early childhood educator?
Research Question 4: What factors do teachers feel promote and what factors inhibit
persistence in the field of early childhood education?
Overview

The research questions were answered using a phenomenological case study approach.
This is a qualitative research approach used to intentionally understand a phenomenon
through direct investigation of people‟s lived experiences. Seidman‟s (2013)
phenomenological interview process was followed. Participants included a mix of early
childhood educators who have been working in the field for at least five years. To gain an
understanding of career commitment through the eyes who have lived it, I interviewed early
childhood educators. The study incorporated a series of interviews that delved into life
histories, details of participants‟ experiences, and reflection on the meaning of those
experiences. Observations were conducted in each of the participants‟ classrooms in order to
witness the nature of the context in which participants were interviewed. Data interpretation
was done through the interpretation of Luther, Cicchetti, and Becker‟s (2000) and Keogh,
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Garvis, and Pendergast‟s (2010) resiliency theories. Further, Bandura‟s (1997) efficacy
theory and career development theory were also applied.

Role of the Researcher
My intention in this study was to explore early childhood educators‟ perspectives and
experiences about their career. Specifically, career choice, commitment, and view of roles
were investigated. In order to accomplish this, my role as a researcher involved providing the
participants with opportunities to openly discuss their career experiences. This study relies
upon the accurate and honest accounts of early childhood educators‟ experiences, opinions,
and ideas. The researcher assumes that truthful and authentic interactions took place when
being observed and interviewed. In order to achieve the level of open communication needed
to investigate the study‟s topic, a fine line of familiarity and formalness needed to be utilized.
Seidman (2013) stresses the importance of establishing a rapport with the participants that
must be “controlled” (p. 99). By controlling the dynamic between the participant and the
interviewer, it allows for more of an authentic experience that includes not only the
participant sharing details of her life and experiences but also the interviewer being able to
ask difficult or controversial follow up questions (Seidman, 2013).
I may be viewed as both an insider and an outsider with my participants. As a faculty
member at the community college in which the program is located, I have more of an insider
relationship with the program. Although I do not teach in the program or serve in any
supervisory manner, I do have students that complete their practicum in the program. I
interact with the teachers as they serve as mentors to the students in the Early Childhood
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Education program during that course. Further, I have participated in trainings and meetings
with the teachers to discuss students, curriculum, and issues within the program. As I have
witnessed the dedication and effort the teachers and director give to their roles, I came into
this research with a high regard about the program. However, I knew that my background
would present an issue if I did not acknowledge the biases I may bring to the study. I had to
clear my ideas about the program and teachers in order to truly hear their stories and
objectively observe the classroom settings. My experience as an educator in several early
childhood programs before my college teaching career began equipped me with knowledge
and assumptions that I knew I would bring into my expectations as the study progressed.
However, my assumptions about how the teachers ran their classrooms and what types of
interactions they would engage in could not interfere with what would emerge when the
participants had their time to share and reflect. For these reasons, I have more of a working
knowledge with the program than someone who is not part of the community college.
On the other hand, I understand that I was viewed as an outsider to some degree, as
well. As a result of my role at the college, I may be viewed by the teachers as someone with
whom they would not feel comfortable sharing their experiences and attitudes. As stated,
having a connection with the program via the practicum course I teach, could make it tricky to
encourage the teachers to be open and trusting. I was not sure if they would fully unpack their
ideas about their roles or if they would in a guarded and filtered manner. The participants may
not be outwardly open or forthcoming with their feelings for fear that the information could
be shared with their supervisor or coworkers. It would take a continuous effort to develop
trust to allow the teachers to let their guard down throughout the study.
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Further, the study was conducted at a campus childcare center which can limit the
relevance of the findings to those working in similar programs. According to Illinois
Department of Children and Family Services ([IDCFS], 2013a), the teacher/child ratio in a
preschool classroom is 1:10. However, campus childcare centers tend to have more teachers
and student teachers present, thus lowering the teacher/child ratio. Additionally, campus child
care centers have the resources and support of the college; whereas community child care
centers may not have access to extra services and supports. The data may be viewed as
indicative of a campus child care center only and not part of the larger early childhood
education community of programs. My position within the college and the type of program
involved in this study were both factors that needed to be acknowledged in order to allow the
process to maintain objectivity.

Importance of the Study

This study provides a true account of lived experiences of early childhood educators
who have made the field a career. As much of the previously conducted research has focused
on quantitative studies of attrition and retention issues, this study provides a qualitative
perspective. As a result, the findings will inform program administrators and teacher
preparation programs. Program administrators can use the information to make decisions
about their own program environments and support systems. Findings that are identified as
supportive of long-term careers can be implemented in center-based programs. Further, this
study can inform early childhood education preparation programs by updating curriculum to
infuse more resiliency and persistence strategies and disposition development in future
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teachers. Since the main reasons for attrition in early childhood education have already been
established in past research, these findings related to personal dispositions and experiences
can serve to prepare future teachers to embed some of these characteristics into their own
repertoire, thus creating conditions for a workforce that is more committed to the field from
the start.

Definition of Terms
Career Commitment – Commitment is “one‟s attitude toward one‟s vocation, including a
profession,” (Blau, 1988, p. 295).
Early Childhood Education (ECE) – These are services that provide education and
development opportunities for children from birth through age eight (NAEYC, 2009).
ECE Director – Early childhood director refers to the person responsible for supervising and
managing the ECE program.
ECE Educators - Early childhood educators are defined as teachers in center-based child care
programs. For the purpose of this study, teachers in school district early childhood programs
were excluded.
ECE Programs – ECE programs include both public and private daycare and
preschool/primary programs. For the purpose of this study, school district preschool
programs were not included.
Work Experience – This study focused on work experience strictly in the ECE field. Outside
work experience was not factored in.
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Summary

The connection between teacher dispositions and career commitment is important in
efforts to promote resiliency and persistence in early childhood educators. Early childhood
educators face specific tribulations including high stress, long hours, and low pay (JordeBloom, 1986). Understanding how to support early childhood educators to navigate those
stressors and overcome them to maintain feelings of professional commitment may be
connected to dispositions the teachers already have. Chapter 2 includes a review of existing
literature on career commitment, dispositions, and the role of early childhood educators. It
begins with an exploration of literature surrounding career choice. Identifying factors that
contribute to choosing a career may provide additional insight into personality and
disposition. Additionally, it looks to identify the gap between career commitment and
personal characteristics related to the two.

CHAPTER 2
WHAT PREP TIME?

Upon arrival, Patti immediately gets to work, preparing for the day. Her official hours
do not technically start until 7:30 a.m. However, she arrives by 7:00 a.m. each day in order to
have time to get the day prepared before the children begin arriving at 7:30 a.m. She brought
bags full of materials from home to enhance the classroom environment. Her center is
fortunate to have great materials filling the rooms. However, the philosophy for the program
dictates teachers plan for the children’s interests. Also, the program maintains requirements
to meet state standards and achieve national accreditation. As a result, there is an
expectation to maintain a high level of quality in her classroom. She puts out loaned library
books, based off of the children’s interests, around the classroom. She sets up activities,
related to math, science, and art, for the children to engage in upon their arrival. She also
includes new dress up clothes and dishes in the dramatic play area. The picture of the train
she brought for one of the children in the classroom is placed at the circle time area to show
the class. She checks her email and any phone messages that she might have received from
parents of children. Patti looks up at the clock and sees it is now 7:27 a.m. and she realizes
she did not have time to use the restroom before the children arrive. “Oh well,” she thinks to
herself, “it will have to wait. I see a few children walking up the stairs through the snow,
making their way into the building. Here we go!”
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Patti maintains fervor for her work with children. All of the preparation, money, and
time spent, are a part of the role that she does not compromise. Each day is the same and is
not negotiable if she wishes to maintain the high quality classroom she has worked so hard to
establish over the years. As previously detailed, early childhood educators face a career path
that entails a plethora of stressors that prove difficult for many to sustain. However, there
remain those educators that are committed to their roles, going above and beyond the call of
duty, such as Patti, despite the adverse components of their chosen paths. What makes those
early childhood educators special?
The association between early childhood teacher characteristics and career
commitment has not been fully established in current literature. Therefore, this review
analyzes the research in further detail. An introduction on career choice literature and
theories is examined. An overview of disposition studies is then analyzed. As a result of the
highly intrapersonal nature of this study, efficacy beliefs are explored as they relate to the
teaching field. The review then includes a broad analysis of career commitment studies
conducted in the teaching field. This review aims to identify a gap in the literature regarding
career commitment in early childhood education. In order to establish an understanding of the
baseline criteria of the early childhood educator role, this review briefly covers early
childhood educator qualifications and mandated child learning outcomes. Also included in
this review is an exploration of issues surrounding career choice in the early childhood field
as well as unrelated fields with an emphasis on external and internal factors of choice and the
connection with career commitment.
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Career Choice
The career one pursues has significant implications for one’s lifestyle,
socioeconomic status, and emotional welfare (Gati & Tal, 2008). Choosing a career one
will be satisfied with is associated with higher probabilities for one staying in the career
long term (Gati & Tal, 2008). For early childhood education, exploring reasons a person
chooses this career path may help people stay in the field, as turnover and attrition are
problems in the field (Jorde-Bloom, 1986, 2010). Research repeatedly asserts that the
average length of time a teacher decides to stay or leave early childhood education as a
career is by the third to fifth year (Jorde-Bloom, 1986; Child Care Services, 2013;
Whitebook & Sakai, 2003). Work environments play a vital role in the perception a
person has of his or her career commitment. Olsen and Anderson (2007) found that the
presence of friends, opportunities to collaborate and take on multiple roles, and
relatively supportive administrators helped teachers feel satisfied with their role. In
order for people to choose careers that will impact their longevity in the field, they must
first understand the process of career choice.
Career choice involves considering complicated decisions of a personal nature that
may prove difficult to come to a conclusion. In order to make the career choice, Gati and
Asher (2001) proposed a three-stage framework for assisting the decision-making, known as
the PIC Model. This involves prescreening, in-depth exploration, and career development
choice. Prescreening involves locating a small, manageable set of promising alternatives of
career. Then, in-depth exploration considers the smaller set of careers identified in the
prescreening stage in order to determine whether it fits the individual. The purpose of the
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choice stage is to evaluate and find the best alternative of the narrowed down list of careers
identified in the prescreening and in-depth stages. Facilitating decision-making for people
who are genuinely involved in a career choice dilemma works best when people are engaged
in the career choice stage. It seems, “Participants in the choice stage reported greater
effectiveness and confidence, whereas those in the prescreening stage reported the least”
(Amit & Gati, 2013, p. 59). Amit and Gati (2013) explained that the career choice process
has been identified rather thoroughly, yet they acknowledged that a gap exists in finding ways
to facilitate the choice stage.
Katz (1966) conceived a long-standing method for comparing careers and narrowing
down decisions. Katz used a table formula in which a person fills in career options, evaluates
each for utility, and narrows them down, ultimately choosing the career with the highest
utility value. This method is highly quantitative in nature and uses only numbers to assign
weight to an individual‟s judgment of a career (Amit & Gati, 2013). As a result, Amit and
Gati (2013) created the Circles-for-Choice method in which people are encouraged to view
career choice as a whole process in determining their path. The Circles-for-Choice method
allows the individual to consider aspirations and emotions associated with a career and
ultimately choose the most appealing to him or her. A study conducted by Amit and Gati
(2013) required participants to use both methods and rate the experiences. This idea of
considering the whole rather than the parts of a career also builds upon the foundation that
began with Tiedman and was elaborated by Savickas (2008). This will be elaborated upon in
detail in my conceptual framework discussion.
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Career choice is a multifaceted process that involves many internal and external
factors for an individual. External factors, such as counselors, peers, and family, play a role in
some decision-making processes. Additionally, education, skills, and wages must also be
taken into account. Internal factors may include personal social development, goals, and
aspirations. These also play a vital role in someone‟s choice to pursue a career or not (Hull,
2005). The next section outlines qualifications necessary for early childhood educators that
have chosen to enter the field.

Qualifications

Professional organizations concerned with appropriate experiences for young children
offer recommendations for minimum qualifications of early childhood teachers. Early
childhood teacher qualifications and training are closely correlated to high quality early
childhood programs (Kim, 2010). Organizations, such as NAEYC, set the standard for
teacher practice and excellence.
In the state of Illinois, the minimum qualifications for a lead teacher in an early
childhood program include two years of college (60 hours) with six of those hours being in
early childhood education content (IDCFS, 2013a). However, programs that are accredited by
outside organizations, including NAEYC, face higher expectations. Lead early childhood
teachers must meet a minimum of 12 college credits in the field of early childhood education,
thus doubling the state requirement.
Alternatively, family child care providers must only be 18 years of age or older and
have a high school diploma (IDCFS, 2013b). The National Association for Family Child
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Care (NAFCC) is an organization that sets standards for quality assurances in home settings.
NAFCC qualifications follow guidelines established by the National Resource Center for
Health and Safety in Child Care and Early Education (2013) that include an age requirement
of 21 years old and attainment of a high school diploma or general educational development.
Family child care providers must also participate in required trainings on a multitude of
topics, including health, safety, and learning environments. The required number of inservice
hours varies depending on which level of quality providers are striving for their program to
reach.
Further, the development and legislative implementation of ExceleRate Illinois has
increased qualifications and expectations of early childhood teachers more than ever
(Appendix A). ExceleRate Illinois is an initiative that rates qualifications of staff and
program quality in all licensed early childhood programs in the state of Illinois (ExceleRate
Illinois, 2014). The program has developed standards related to the development of
intellectual, physical, social and emotional domains ExceleRate Illinois includes quality
measures for infants, toddlers, and preschool age children. It provides a framework for early
learning professionals to identify opportunities for improvement, increase their skills and take
steps to make positive changes. The program awards Circle of Quality designations for rating
programs, which are Licensed, Bronze, Silver, and Gold (Appendix A). For the minimum
rating, Bronze Circle of Quality, at least 30% of teaching staff in an early childhood program
must have completed a Gateways Credential Level 2, which approximately doubles the
minimum educational requirements established by the state of Illinois. A Silver Circle of
Quality requires at least 30% of teaching staff in early childhood programs to have completed
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a Gateways Credential Level 3, which increases the minimum qualifications established by
the state even more. Not only does ExceleRate Illinois require more educational attainment
by early childhood education teachers, but it also specifies the areas in which teachers must
have knowledge. These knowledge areas include child development, assessment, and cultural
and linguistic competence (ExceleRate Illinois, 2014). Overall, professional standards have a
large role in expecting more rigor and excellence in the early childhood education field.

Child Learning Outcomes

Over the past 30 years, the number of mothers of children under six in the workforce
has doubled (Child Trends Databank, 2005). As a result, the number of children in child care
settings has risen dramatically over the years. In 2005, about 61% of U.S. children between
birth and six years of age spent at least part of their day in non-parental care (Child Trends
Databank, 2005). This means that over half of the early childhood population is in some sort
of setting out of the home, and they are not universally regulated or mandated by the
government. With the introduction of publicly funded preschool programs, which increased
enrollment in early childhood programs, the shift to more formal education beginning by the
age of four has been largely accepted (Mashburn et al., 2008). With that idea in mind, the
question of quality has come front and center in early childhood education discussions.
As of 2012, all states have early learning standards for children three to five years old,
and more than half even have infant and toddler standards (National Institute for Early
Education Research, 2012). Evidence is divided regarding the correlation between the
teacher‟s educational attainment and classroom quality. Teachers must be educated in the
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learning standards in order to meet them in the classroom. According to Hatfield and
LoCasale-Crouch (2013), research points toward teachers‟ level of education not being
consistently linked to classroom quality or to improved student outcomes. However, teachers
that have completed coursework with an early childhood focus are more likely to be show
signs of higher classroom quality than teachers with coursework outside of early childhood
content. This study found participants that completed a research-based course, focused on best
practice, positively changed their teaching practice.
A growing body of research suggests that the more formalized and content-specific
coursework a teacher has, the more confident and successful the teacher is regarding his/her
ability to successfully influence students (Bueno, Darling-Hammond, & Gonzales, 2010;
Early et al., 2007; National Institute of Child Health and Human Development, Early Child
Care Research Network, 2002; Woolfolk & Hoy, 1990). Woolfolk and Hoy (1990) reported
that personal efficacy was higher among practicing teachers who had taken extra courses in
education. A large empirical study conducted by Early et al. (2007) also supports the notion
that higher education of early childhood teachers specifically correlates to higher student
outcomes. Attaining a baccalaureate degree produced positive results. Early et al. (2007)
found that 19 of 27 B.A. effects were positive for teacher practice, and 16 of 20 B.A. effects
for child outcomes were positive. Early childhood education coursework and degrees have
been proven to positively affect a classroom teacher and his or her classroom practices.

Dispositions
Dispositions include interpersonal and intrapersonal attitude towards teaching that
cannot be easily observed. Defining dispositions of effective early childhood teachers is no
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new task. Lilian Katz (1993) is a seminal researcher and writer of works on the identification
of dispositions in early childhood educators. Policymakers and leaders in the early childhood
education field often refer to standards, including those set by the National Association for the
Education of Young Children, a nationally recognized organization, to define early childhood
teacher dispositions. NAEYC (2005) outlines six standards that early childhood educators
must develop to possess the knowledge, skills, and professional dispositions necessary to
support the education and growth of young children. The standards include: promoting child
development and learning; building family and community relationships; observing,
documenting, and assessing; using developmentally effective approaches; building
meaningful curriculum; and becoming a professional.
The literature cites numerous examples of teacher dispositions that can lead to
effectiveness in the classroom, including respect, positivity, passion, and authenticity (Colker,
2008; Fowler et al., 2008). One limitation that does exist is that the early childhood teachers
themselves are often not included in defining effective early childhood educator
characteristics (Colker, 2008). Furthermore, the term, dispositions, is often used
interchangeably with skills when the two do not share the same meaning (DaRos-Voseles &
Fowler-Hughey, 2007). Dispositions can be thought of as those types of characteristics that
describe someone‟s personality or attributes like perseverance, risk taking, and initiative.
Skills, such as classroom management and communication techniques, are not dispositions
but rather learned behaviors and strategies. The National Council for Accreditation of
Teacher Education (2006) identifies skills needed for educators that include utilizing
technology, helping students learn, and explaining instructional choices. Although these skill
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sets surely are important for an educator to attain, this current study expands on the traits that
fall into the disposition category rather than skills. For purposes of this study, I explore
dispositions, such as passion, as the catalyst to teachers implementing skillful practice in the
classroom.
Dispositions have been extensively researched under the scope of many lenses.
Throughout the literature related to dispositions, there exists the idea that dispositions are
fluid and are situation dependent. Lee and Hemer-Patnode‟s (2010) mixed method study of
dispositions required to teach diverse learners revealed only slight differences between early
childhood and middle school teacher dispositions. The study finds that dispositions are
connected to overall quality of teaching rather than grade level differences in expectations of
quality. Dispositions that have been found to account for job satisfaction, include passion,
agreeableness, and experience. Noddings (2012) describes the successful educator as a
relational carer, one that uses dispositions including attentiveness, expressiveness, and
empathy, to establish meaningful relationships with students. This is different than someone
that simply employs tactics under the false sense of doing what is best for the students without
deeply knowing them. Ilies and Judge (2003) found that personal interest without passion in a
vocation only accounts for partial job satisfaction. More importantly, the extent to which
dispositions are present and how they are actively supported have a bearing on overall job
functioning and efficacy. Certain dispositions are more necessary for teaching early childhood
than in other roles.
The next focus on dispositions relates to those that foster career commitment in early
childhood educators. Sumsion (2003) conducted an extensive case study of one early
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childhood educator in order to determine what personal characteristics contributed to her
resiliency in the early childhood education field. Several dispositions were outlined as
positive factors to sustaining an early childhood education career. Most notably, self-insight,
leadership skills, a willingness to take risks, perseverance, a macro perspective, and a strong
sense of self-preservation were highlighted. Although there was only one participant included
in this study, the findings express an argument for further investigation of identity and
personal characteristics in relation to how they foster or hinder resilience. Works, including
those by Glantz and Sloboda (1999) and Halpin (2001), contain ideas to support Sumsion‟s
assertions that personal characteristics are important to career sustainability. Both Glantz and
Sloboda (1999) and Halpin (2001) wrote analytical reviews of work systems that emphasize
the idea that personal characteristics must be taken into consideration when understanding job
satisfaction and career commitment. Sumsion (2003) also included aspects of contextual
features that supported the participant‟s perseverance in the early childhood career field.
In qualitative studies it can be presumed that context plays an important role in the
implications of the data. Whitebook and Ryan (2011) outlined recommendations in a policy
brief for increasing teacher preparation and retention in early childhood education. They
asserted that contextual information in early childhood education research has been often
overlooked and should have an emphasis on policies related to mentoring, professional
development opportunities, and paid planning and meeting time (Whitebook & Ryan, 2011).
Jorde-Bloom (2010) argued that how people perceive work environments must be considered
before attempting to understand work behavior. Jorde-Bloom described the ways in which
the early childhood education environment has unique demands that require the need of an
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assessment tool that includes contextual features. As a result, Jorde-Bloom‟s (1986) early
research included an extensive, randomized study conducted on 629 center-based child care
employees by using the Early Childhood Job Satisfaction Survey (ECJSS) to measure work
attitudes as they relate to the following assets of the job: co-worker relations, supervisor
relations, nature of the work itself, pay and opportunities for promotion, and general working
conditions. The study ultimately identified the need for organizations to foster “personenvironment congruence” (Jorde-Bloom, 1986, p. 120).
Implications for future research include finding ways in which to foster worker
attitudes that enhance job satisfaction. This current study includes contextual features
consisting of workplace environments, co-worker relationships, and employee supports for
early childhood educators.

Commitment Factors
Career commitment is defined as “one‟s attitude toward one‟s vocation, including a
profession,” (Blau, 1988, p. 295). Recent research presented by Joellyn Whitehead (2013) of
Illinois Gateways to Opportunity identified longevity by position within the early childhood
education field. Interestingly, teachers in center-based programs average 60.12 months in
their current positions. Alternately, family child care providers average 117.57 months in
their current positions. Longevity with family child care providers is almost double that of
center-based program teachers. The Illinois Gateways to Opportunity (Whitehead, 2013)
data, although informative, is not necessarily representative of all early childhood education
in the state, as it requires members to self-identify. The data was collected through the Illinois
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Gateways to Opportunity Registry. The employment data was compiled from 35,284
Registry members only. Therefore, data was not collected from early childhood educators
who were not Registry members. Overall, longevity cited in this study may not be completely
representative of early childhood educators in Illinois. Career commitment was examined
through the following lenses: attrition, job satisfaction, educational attainment and
professional development, peer support, dispositions, and personality characteristics.
Extrinsic motivators have been extensively studied in career choice literature.
Looking across these studies, factors identified as career choice motivators can also be
connected to factors found in career commitment literature. Factors such as work
environment, job stability, benefits, pay, professional status, and educational attainment all
play roles for people choosing certain careers over others. However, these factors have often
been cited as insufficient, subpar, and even nonexistent by organizations conducting
quantitative research examining wages of the early childhood workforce, including the Center
for the Child Care Workforce, Child Care Employee Project, and Center for the Study of
Child Care Employment (Williams, 2012). These limitations in the early childhood education
field contribute to negative factors involved in considering whether or not to choose early
childhood education as a career.
Some external factors that would influence why someone would choose early
childhood education as a career have nothing to do with the individual but with greater
societal views of the profession. Women largely dominate early childhood education. Kim
(2010) completed a qualitative study in which six child care teachers were interviewed for the
purpose of finding out how they defined their work. Themes emerged from the interviews
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that encompass the ways in which the teachers acknowledged that society perceives early
childhood education as “women‟s work” and a career that women would pursue to fulfill
traditional, care work roles (Kim, 2010). Therefore, it is implied that an external motivator
contributing to someone choosing early childhood education would be society‟s views of
women in gendered roles.
Research also suggests that people choose careers in early childhood education with
the intention of expanding into different roles within the environment, not necessarily just in a
classroom setting (Williams, 2012). It is implied that external motivators for choosing a job
as an early childhood teacher may be more enticing if there appears to be opportunities for
growth and professional expansion.
A quantitative study conducted by Coladarci (1992) showed a strong link that existed
between 170 teachers‟ reported answers on a survey asking whether or not they would choose
teaching as a career if they had to do it all over again. The study found a strong link between
student-teacher ratio and school climate as external factors that indicated higher job
satisfaction and happiness with choice of career (Coladarci, 1992). Specifically, contentment
in teaching choice was evident when class ratios were smaller and when principals displayed
high respect and professionalism (Coladarci, 1992). Lortie‟s (1975) classic, School Teacher,
also showed similar correlations between school climate and professional leadership.
Although more qualitative studies would be helpful to probe deeper into people‟s feelings of
career choice satisfaction, the current evidence suggests that external factors are important
when assessing career choice contentment.
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Attrition

One cannot address career commitment factors without first examining reasons for
leaving the field. The bulk of present literature related to attrition in the teaching field exists
to examine teacher retention and turnover rates. Retaining teachers is a recurring theme for
the early childhood field. According to Smith and Ingersoll (2004), high numbers of early
childhood teachers leave the profession within three to five years. Being one of the seminal
researchers on job satisfaction and retention in early childhood education, Paula JordeBloom‟s (1986, 2010) data on career satisfaction, early childhood leadership skills, and job
retention is often cited as the leading information on such topics. Teacher preparation
programs often emphasize the need for consistency in children‟s lives. “A teacher‟s momentby-moment actions and interactions with children are the most powerful determinant of
learning outcomes and development. Curriculum is very important, but what the teacher does
is paramount” (NAEYC, 2009, p. 2). According to the NAEYC (2009) position statement on
Developmentally Appropriate Practice, children have the opportunity to grow and thrive in
environments that have a limited number of caregivers, are nurturing, and are consistent.
When competent early childhood teachers do not stay in the field, research indicates it is
counterproductive to the needs of the children (Coladarci, 1992).
The need for early childhood teachers remains, not because of a lack of teachers
entering the field but because of teacher attrition and exit levels (Hartfield, 2011). When
investigating the issue of turnover and attrition in early childhood education, understanding
what a person originally desired from his or her career could help answer crucial questions of
how these issues can be solved.
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Factors involved in choosing and retaining a fulfilling teaching career often involve
those associated with intrinsic foundations, including emotional rewards, self-efficacy, and
personality. In most of the literature, it seems that the intrinsic motivators are more
compelling when choosing the field of early childhood education rather than extrinsic factors.
Considering external factors in early childhood education are not that rewarding with low pay,
long hours, and lack of professional respect, internal motivators have to be strong to
overcome those obstacles.
Lortie (1975) established the notion of psychic rewards as a powerful factor in
teachers‟ satisfaction and choice of career field. Psychic rewards can be those times in which
a teacher feels he or she has done an effective job, a student has shown progress, or learning
has definitively occurred. These situations result in a positive internal reaction in the
individual. Teachers working with young children have reported a connection they form with
the children. Their feelings of making an impact are very powerful in contributing toward
their career choice. Correlations exist between commitment to their chosen career field and
teachers “who have confidence in their own ability to influence student achievement, and who
assume personal responsibility for the level of student achievement they witness in their
classrooms” (Coladarci, 1992, p. 335).
Teaching self-efficacy has been shown to play an important role in career choice and
satisfaction. Jamil, Downer, and Pianta (2012) asserted that extraversion and neuroticism,
characteristics in Costa and McCrae‟s (1992b) Five Factor Model of Personality, play a role
in how teachers view career choice. People with personalities with more extraversion-related
distinctiveness would be more open to experiences and more resilient in negative situations.
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Alternatively, those with more neuroticism would have a more negative outlook toward
unexpected situations that may occur in the teaching field and would not feel as prone to
choose or be long-term in that profession. Extraversion is most associated with positive
affect; whereas neuroticism is inversely correlated with extraversion (Costa & McCrae,
1992a). Jamil et al.‟s (2012) quantitative study of 509 pre-professionals found that internal
factors played a strong role in their beliefs about their career choice and abilities. The study
found that personality factors, including those looking for a more social and outgoing work
environment, were more prone to choose teaching as a career in which they could feel
confident. One limitation the work has is that the population was sampled only from one
teacher preparation program. Therefore, generalizing for the larger population may or may
not be plausible. Further, a study using different methods that are more personal and detailed
in nature (a qualitative study) would help provide context to the data they presented. The
findings do, however, confirm Costa and McCrae‟s (1992b) position that the more extraverted
and prone to positive affect an individual is, would cause the person to be better prepared to
choose a career in the teaching field.
Emotions play a strong part in career fulfillment and satisfaction. One study that has
found a significant connection between burnout and the pressures of working in the field of
early childhood education was done by Rentzou (2012). In this study, emotional exhaustion
was found to be a primary factor in feelings of burnout. This quantitative study surveyed 108
early childhood educators in Greece. Participants were given the Maslach Burnout Inventory
and the Environmental Rating Scale Self-Assessment Readiness Checklist. The findings
suggest that the participants experience higher levels of emotional exhaustion than the norm.
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The findings are somewhat inconsistent, based off of participants describing few overtime
hours and typical work hours, yet still reporting feelings of emotional exhaustion and burnout.
Attrition in early childhood education has been linked to a multitude of factors. Both
intrinsic and extrinsic motivators are affected by commitment to the field. Job satisfaction and
dissatisfaction, burnout, stress, long hours, and emotional exhaustion are all reasons that have
been found to play a role and will be discussed in the following sections.

Job Satisfaction
Job satisfaction and dissatisfaction are defined as “functions of the perceived
relationship between what one wants from one‟s job and what one feels it offers” (JordeBloom, 2010, p. 13). Herzberg (1966) suggested specific causes for satisfaction and
dissatisfaction in the workplace. Herzberg asserted that motivation factors (achievement,
recognition, and the intrinsic nature of the job) and hygiene factors (pay, security, and
physical working conditions) play unique roles in job satisfaction or dissatisfaction. The
following studies describe the supporting evidence for motivation factors and hygiene factors
and the role they play in job satisfaction attitudes.
A 2003 quantitative analysis by Ilies and Judge between personality traits and job
satisfaction found a correlation between the two. In this study, a moderate-strong attitude of
job satisfaction was found to be related to positive and negative affectivity of the employee.
Although the research done by Ilies and Judge was conducted in the business field, it does
shed light on how personality traits may play a role in job satisfaction in the workplace.
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Other studies have documented similar results. A qualitative, longitudinal study of 15
educators conducted over six years by Olsen and Anderson (2007) involved 60-minute, semistructured interviews. Observations in the classrooms were completed after the interviews,
and an analysis of themes gleaned from coding found that the presence of friends,
opportunities to collaborate and take on multiple roles, and relatively supportive
administrations helped teachers feel satisfied with their role. Olsen and Anderson (2007)
provided insightful data that delves deep into the attitudes and belief systems of K-12
educators. However, it would be helpful to include more of an emphasis on early childhood
educators and the family child care provider viewpoint.
One study that did include family child care providers explored the hypothesis that
support groups and networking play a role in contributing to job satisfaction (Jones, 1991).
For the 60 family care providers surveyed, Jones (1991) found that there was not a link
between involvement in support groups, networking, and job satisfaction, yet there was a
connection to increased experience, training, and job commitment. Job satisfaction can be
attributed to a multitude of reasons and context-specific origins.
On the other hand, job dissatisfaction can ultimately be viewed as the absence of the
characteristics that contribute to satisfaction. Kirby (2011) asserted that many early career
teachers leave the profession due to feelings of low self-efficacy and poor job satisfaction.
Sumsion (2001) found that conflicting demands on an employee‟s time and undefined work
responsibilities contribute to job dissatisfaction and feelings toward leaving the profession.
Studies by Jorde-Bloom (1986, 2010) have concluded that job satisfaction of center-based
teachers in early childhood education programs relate to staff turnover, low pay rates, and
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inconsistent educational qualifications of teachers. These correlational studies have been
conducted in a wide range of early childhood settings, including non-profit and for-profit.
Early childhood educators were randomly selected to complete Likert-scale surveys that
focused on their feelings and attitudes toward their work environment and overall job
satisfaction. Teachers are faced with increasing demands that they may not have had when
entering the field or were not aware of throughout their teacher preparation program.
Relationships between satisfaction and organizational commitment were found in
these studies (Jorde-Bloom, 1986, 2010). However, it would have been informative to
differentiate responses between nonprofit and for profit program participants. Further, the
addition of family care providers would be valuable information to contribute to the body of
literature. Factors, including financial situations and resource support can have an impact on
the attitudes toward a work environment. Nevertheless, Jorde-Bloom‟s (2010) Early
Childhood Job Satisfaction Survey and the Early Childhood Work Environment Survey
provide policymakers and leaders in the early childhood field much needed information on the
topics.
Compared to other professional fields, many obstacles remain as hurdles for people in
early childhood education to come to terms with in order to stay in the field for an extended
period of time. Yonghong (2013) examined a longitudinal study on sciences, technology,
engineering, and math, commonly referred to as STEM, and non-STEM graduates and found
that individuals largely choose careers based on pay, job status, and promotion possibilities.
The study was conducted on cohorts graduating from colleges in 1994, 1997, and 2003 and
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found similar results with all respondents. The study builds a strong case that most graduates
are lured by external factors rather than the opposite.
Quality employees cannot be recruited to choose a career if the workplace is not
rewarding and people do not feel accomplished in their day to day responsibilities. Ravitch
(2010) stressed the idea that a workplace that attracts and retains quality people is one that has
professionally rewarding working conditions. Unfortunately, education is falling short with
this goal. Ravitch (2010) declared that teaching has deteriorated in the past two decades with
teacher stress and alienation at an all-time high. As far as career choices in education is
concerned, Ravitch (2010) claimed that the burden of fewer benefits, compensation caps, and
the addition of more rules and regulations has made education a less sought after field.
Benefits and pay are what Herzberg (1966) considers “hygiene” factors, falling within
the extrinsic motivational category for choosing a career. Compensation, including pay and
benefits, is a powerful motivator for people when considering different career fields, as it
often is associated with status and security (Jorde-Bloom, 2010). Early Childhood Education
is not known for paying high wages to employees. Jorde-Bloom (2010) found that directors
claim having difficulty recruiting new employees to fill vacancies due to low salaries and
benefits. Alternatively, health as a career option is enticing to new prospects due to the high
wage and benefits packages typically offered. With a median salary of $55,830, being an
elementary education teacher is far more attractive than an early childhood teacher‟s starting
salary that can average as low as $20,090 in Illinois (Illinois Department of Employment
Security, 2010).
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Other research reports have also indicated that teaching careers may not be viewed as
positively in the future. A report released by the Georgetown University Center on Education
and Workforce in 2011 noted that Illinois will see the greatest increase in need for health
sciences and information technology between 2008-2018 (Carnevale et al., 2011). This will
likely prove to shift the ways in which students are marketed for career paths and how
counselors guide students into majors.
The STEM fields have been pushed as more attractive to students looking for a path to
study. A quantitative study surveyed 536 students using a four-point Likert scale to measure
perceptions and attitudes toward careers in the sciences and evaluated the findings in terms of
motivating factors for their intentions (Rodrigues, 2011). Over one-third of all respondents
reported consideration of the pursuit of a science career. The findings of this study included
the notion that the sciences were a career option that would be high on their parents‟ list of
wishes for their children to pursue. An interesting correlation of note was the relationship
between the statements, “Parents want me to follow a career in science,” and “I am
considering a career in science.” This was a strong positive correlation (R2=0.84). Whereas,
the sciences are seeing growth in new candidates and interest in their respective fields,
teaching stigmas remain difficult to overcome.

Educational Attainment and Professional Development
Olsen and Anderson‟s (2007) study alludes to personal feelings of career commitment
in the K-12 arena, yet it could shed light on similar feelings shared by early childhood
professionals. Through in-depth interviews, teachers were found to have goals throughout
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their teaching career that contributed to an attitude of commitment. For example, plans to
obtain higher degrees and training and personal investments with peers made deep
impressions on their attitudes to stay in the field (Olsen & Anderson, 2007). Furthering the
notion that qualifications and investment are connected, one policy recommendation that was
published states, “When qualifications are linked to resources that help current staff gain
access to higher education, complete their degrees, and earn higher salaries, these policies are
seen as a strategy to address persistent workforce challenges around retention” (Whitebook &
Ryan, 2011, p. 3). Thomason and La Paro (2012) suggested that a correlation may exist
between teacher experiences over time and the knowledge they possess to provide student
instruction that promotes higher order thinking. This leads to an overall higher level of job
satisfaction and commitment to the early childhood career. Correlations exist between
commitment to their chosen career field and early childhood teachers “who have confidence
in their own ability to influence student achievement, and who assume personal responsibility
for the level of student achievement they witness in their classrooms” (Coladarci, 1992, p.
335).

Peer Support

Supportive peer relationships between early childhood educators are important to
feelings of commitment to the job (Lanigan, 2011). Additionally, Sumsion (2003) described
relationships with peers and the existence of mentors as contributing to feelings of emotional
support and a sense of networking in the field.
Lanigan (2011) analyzed data gathered from focus groups involving 54 licensed
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family child care providers. In this study, family child care providers were presented an
opportunity to complete required professional development in a cohort setting in which
relationships and small group discussions would be encouraged. Participants who enrolled
found the system helpful and important to their feelings of connectedness. However, it should
be noted that limitations may exist with the participants having already possibly felt isolated
and looking for opportunities to become part of a group, which then supported the findings.
The study found that involvement in peer relationships was helpful in avoiding feelings of
isolation and contributed positively to a family child care provider‟s role (Lanigan, 2011).
Lanigan‟s (2011) research on the impact of supportive peer groups with family child care
providers is similar to the importance of social environments for school-based educators
found by both Jamil et al. (2012) and Olsen and Anderson (2007).

Personality Characteristics
Little research has examined how early childhood educators‟ personal characteristics
and experiences may affect their intent to stay in the field (Holochwost et al., 2009; Sumsion,
2007; Thomason & La Paro, 2012). A quantitative study conducted with 509 preservice early
childhood teachers found that the more overall negative affect and anxiety traits a person has
contributes to less confidence toward a teaching career (Jamil et al., 2012). This same study
indicated that personality characteristics that were more outgoing and social in nature
correlate to feelings of success in a teaching career. These findings are also consistent with
other quantitative studies related to personality characteristics leading to career commitment
and satisfaction (Connelly & Viswesvaran, 2000; Ilies & Judge, 2003; Rottinghaus, Lindley,
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Green, & Borgen, 2002). Sumsion (2007) asserted the need for early childhood educators to
develop their own personal characteristics and personalities to contribute to commitment to
the early childhood field. This literature incorporates early childhood educator personal
characteristics as they may or may not relate to intent to stay in the field.

Critical Imagination, Robust Hope, and Critical Action

Building upon personality characteristics that lead to higher satisfaction about the
early childhood field, the next approach utilized for this study includes that of active behavior
and ideas to commitment in the field. This is linked to Sumsion‟s (2007) discussion of critical
imagination, robust hope, and critical action. Sumsion (2007) used a qualitative analysis
approach to reviewing existing stakeholder group opinion on the early childhood education
staffing problem in Australia. Government, employer, university, and researcher groups were
identified to review. She also provides an overview of Early Childhood Education and Care in
Australia, including jurisdiction, pay, conditions, and professional recognition. Sumsion
reviewed each response to the issue under the lens of Sawyer et al.‟s (2006) construct of
critical imagination, robust hope, and critical action in search for alternative responses to the
issue being studied. She goes into great detail explaining how each of these can catapult
members of the early childhood education field into action and advocacy efforts to sustain
their employment.
Critical imagination is a “think outside the box” mentality of solving problems.
Sumsion (2007) describes critical imagination as “freeing ourselves from ingrained habits of
imagination;…being willing to conceive of new ways of framing problems; and remaining
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optimistic about change being possible” (p. 319). By being open to critical imagination, an
early childhood educator can begin to think of ways in which to make a difference and
overcome any adversity that may present itself in the workplace. A person lacking critical
imagination may not be able to see the situation in any other way and be more inclined to
leave the profession. However, a person who practices critical imagination may be able to
stay in the profession despite adverse circumstances.
Robust hope is identified as what might be possible in education based on factors
including educator commitment. Sumsion (2007) describes robust hope as a “desire to reclaim
utopian imagination” (p. 318). For example, Halpin (2001) explains that hope aids in
motivating people to exert their best efforts and make the most of themselves and their
situations. Hopelessness on the other hand, threatens to destroy a person‟s ability to make the
most of a situation. In the field of early childhood education, this could mean not making an
influence on the growth and development of young children in someone‟s care.
Critical action is described as the movement to address adverse situations and make
change happen. In the early childhood field, this would relate to teacher recruitment and
retention concerns. Sumsion (2007) notes critical action can only address retention issues in
early childhood education, if robust hope and critical imagination are present. It involves
“uncovering opportunities” and “mobilizing strategies” that were originally only critically
imagined (p. 319).
Conceptual Framework

I became interested in this issue when I took the responsibility for overseeing the
Early Childhood Education Department students who enroll in the practicum course.
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Throughout the close relationships that are formed during this practicum, I have maintained
that rapport after the students graduate. Through these relationships, I have learned that early
childhood educators in early childhood programs run into difficulties that deter them from
being successful for a long career. As discussed in the literature review in Chapter 2, most of
the research in early childhood education related to issues with turnover and attrition focus on
outside factors that contribute to feelings of job dissatisfaction (Herzberg, 1966; Jorde-Bloom,
1986, 2010; Sumsion, 2003). However, I have become increasingly interested in what factors
contribute to feelings of commitment in the field of early childhood education. Teacher
dissatisfaction can interrupt child outcomes and teacher success (National Louis University,
2011). Research has shown that the adult work environment has a significant impact on
teacher effectiveness (Jorde-Bloom, 1986.) What makes people stay in the field and persist
aside from the external factors working against them? Early Childhood Education Associate
Degree programs may not be able to provide application-based practice for learned skills.
Gaining practical experience in a variety of work environments, with different teacher
perspectives and philosophical foundations is difficult to secure. (National Louis University,
2011). I was interested in figuring out what these experiences are truly like for teachers in the
field. The knowledge gained from a study such as this one can significantly inform degree
programs.
Considering the aim of the study was to explore experiences of early childhood
educators in relation to their ideas about their roles, overall careers, and commitment to the
field, there were multiple theoretical perspectives that needed to be addressed. First, resiliency
theory was included as a means to provide a backdrop for the anticipated adverse experiences
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that this research assumed would emerge from the study. Second, career development theory
was important to consider in order to provide a means to view factors related to successful
career trajectories. Lastly, efficacy was included to counterbalance the negative components
that may emerge and support feelings toward participant abilities as early childhood
educators.

Resiliency

I approached this research from a resiliency theory perspective first. According to the
literature on early childhood education career issues, resiliency served as a natural fit to
correspond to commitment ideals. Although resilience has been extensively researched, there
continues to be debate over a universal definition. Resiliency is commonly explained in
context of a two-dimensional construct including the exposure to adversity and the positive
adjustment outcomes of that adversity (Luther et al., 2000). Although this is common to
definitions of resilience, little or no consensus exists regarding what adversity refers to and
what a positive outcome to it would be. For purposes of this study, adversity refers to that
commonly found within early childhood education turnover literature. This includes low pay,
high stress, long hours, and burnout. Further, it is important to highlight the difference
between resiliency thought of as a process versus a trait (Luther et al., 2000). For purposes of
this study, resiliency will be discussed as a process one can develop and foster rather than a
trait one may possess or lack. Keogh et al. (2010) describe the effects of fostering resilience
including a teacher‟s ability to advocate for resources, form teacher peer groups, and seek
allies in other teachers.
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Career Development Theory

Next, I used research regarding career development to inform the data and analysis of
what would come of the interview and observational content. Much of the literature that has
been conducted on career choice and development uses Tiedeman‟s (1964) Career
Construction Theory, Holland‟s (1997) Vocational Choice and Personality Types, and Super‟s
(1990) Theory of Vocational Development as theoretical frameworks. All of these constructs
have similarities in that there are internal and external components to career choice
development.
Tiedeman asserts that career emerges from self-organization that encompasses
interest, abilities, needs, and values (Savickas, 2008). The idea that career choice is embedded
in self-organization is emphasized through Tiedeman‟s ideas that an individual must go
through a process of differentiation involving exploration and choice (Savickas, 2008).
Tiedeman‟s ideas have long received difficult adoption by many vocational psychologists as
they have historically sided with more of an epistemological approach to career choice rather
than a constructivist approach (Savickas, 2008). Tiedeman‟s ideas are based off of internal
process of career choice development. However, he does outline secondary aspects of career
choice involving external entities, in the form of counselors. Tiedeman makes strong note of
the important role that counselors play in understanding people‟s internal narratives in order
to help guide them through their career choice development (Savickas, 2008).
Holland states that vocational personality can be traced to an individual‟s stable
interests and one of six personality traits: realistic, investigative, artistic, social, enterprising,
and conventional (Glavin & Berger, 2012). However, Savickas (2005) deterred from
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Holland‟s primarily internal focused theory and expanded his ideas by iterating that interests
are largely socially constructed representations and change over time (Glavin & Berger,
2012). Tiedman also seems to find fault with Holland‟s lack of holistic approach, saying that
he concentrates more on the parts, rather than the whole (Savickas, 2005). Over time,
Tiedman has helped partition career choice as a process rather than a gathering of unrelated
parts. The notion of the fluid nature of personal interests suggests an external factor of career
choice development.
Super‟s Theory of Vocational Development uses a postmodern approach to explain
how one‟s work choice is an act of one‟s self concept (Glavin & Berger, 2012). Super
asserted that vocational development unfolds over time as people progress through their
occupations in stages, including growth, exploration, establishment, maintenance, and
disengagement (Glavin & Berger, 2012). As workers have been found to not stay in the same
vocation or workplace for an entire career, they are likely to repeat and go through the stages
in a cyclical manner depending on job change and movement over their lifespan. Thus, Super
identified this phenomena as a minicycle to reflect the changing nature of the world of work
(Glavin & Berger, 2012). Super‟s theory has to do with both external and internal factors of
career choice and commitment. For the purposes of this study, Super‟s theory will guide the
exploration and investigation of participant career development. According to Super, selfconcept changes over time, and develops as a result of experience. As such, career
development is a lifelong process (Super, 1953). Vocational self-concept, according to this
theory, is the primary reason a career pattern will follow an educator throughout life.
Vocational self-concept development, according to Super, is connected to: 1) physical and
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mental growth, 2) observing others at work, 3) identification with working adults, and 4)
environmental influences. This study will look to explore more of these ideas related to selfconcept over the course of their careers.
As has been stated, career choice is something that has been explored by many
researchers. Three main theorists have established ideas as the foundation for explaining
career choice components one goes through in pursuing an occupation. However, the
overarching theme with choosing careers has to do with what Savickas (2005) terms as
“meaning” and “mattering”. Discovering recurring words, phrases, and thoughts through an
individual‟s stories allow themes to be collected and organized. These ideas can be transferred
to labels including external factors, or mattering, and internal factors, or meaning.

Efficacy

Finally, all of the theories were tied together by ideas of efficacy, related to early
childhood educator ideas of skills and abilities connected to the role. The connection between
teacher efficacy and career commitment has not been widely studied. Perhaps one of the most
seminal works in self efficacy has been done by Bandura and expanded on by countless
others. Self-efficacy is a belief about the level of competence a person expects to display in a
given situation (Bandura, 1997). Gibson and Dembo (1984) further interpret Bandura‟s work
through the teaching field lens. In their assumptions, the two factors were labeled as personal
teaching efficacy and teaching efficacy. Tschannen and Hoy (2001) find Gibson and Dembo‟s
structure most appropriate to fill the gaps left by historical self-efficacy models with their two
factor approach.
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Adding to the depth of Gibson and Dembo, Tschannen calls for a clarification of the
meaning of teacher efficacy since interpretation issues have been encountered by other
researchers. Emmer and Hickman (1990) have identified “external influences” which would
be associated with Bandura‟s second component of self-efficacy, outcome expectancy.
Examples could include rewards, recognitions, and evaluations that can contribute to an early
childhood educator‟s attitude regarding his or her estimate of the results of completing a task
(Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 1998).
Teacher efficacy studies and surveys have been developed and utilized to measure
teacher efficacy (Bandura, 2007; Gibson & Dembo, 1984; Woolfolk & Hoy, 1990). However,
little has been done in terms of qualitative research in giving more detail and discussion to the
statements asked in the established surveys. The majority of studies use quantitative methods
with the samples coming from self-selection processed and self-reporting. Schunk (1996)
asserts that a weakness exists with how people judge self-efficacy and how it is assessed.
Think aloud techniques may be a plausible way to incorporate the survey items and allow for
more detailed discussion from a qualitative standpoint (Coladarci, 1992). A comprehensive
efficacy assessment model is needed as Kirby (2011) asserts that many early career teachers
leave the profession due to feelings of low self-efficacy and poor job satisfaction. Going a
step further, Coladarci (1992) calls for more specific identification of self-efficacy by
recognizing the difference between self-efficacy and teacher efficacy. There stands an
opportunity for offsetting teacher attrition and fostering efficacy beliefs in early childhood
educators (Coladarci, 1992).
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A branch off of efficacy that has been developed is known as the Social Cognitive
Career Theory (Lent, Brown, & Hackett, 1994). This theory emerged from Bandura's selfefficacy theory. The Social Cognitive Career Theory (SCCT) attempts to address the
multifaceted issues that interplay with career development. For instance, culture, gender,
social context, environment, and life events are shown to affect career development. The
SCCT examines three primary aspects: self-efficacy, outcome expectations, and goal setting
(Lent et al., 1994). This will inform this study by examining just how the participants
negotiate all different aspects of their career and lives to create one symbiotic relationship.

Conclusion

The evidence included in this review has clearly established the need for teacher
dispositions and career commitment to be linked when studied. Further research on teacher
reflections on their own roles and work experiences will allow them to actively pursue the
enhancement of their own dispositions and characteristics that will lead to a more committed
attitude toward their careers. Fostering the dispositions needed to encourage resiliency as a
process when working in the field of early childhood education can begin when a deep
understanding and conversation with individuals in the field has begun. It will be helpful to
frame the discussions with elements of critical imagination, robust hope, and critical action in
order to effectively explore the presence of those ideals among early childhood professionals.
Schunk (1996) asserted that a weakness exists with how people judge self-efficacy and
confidence. Therefore, think aloud techniques may be a plausible way to incorporate the
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quantitative survey items and allow for more detailed discussion from a qualitative standpoint
(Coladarci, 1992).
Furthermore, this literature review has included a vast amount of research related to
the early childhood educator in center-based programs. However, there has been a minimal
amount of research that included the family child care arena. More research is needed to fill
this gap. Although the contextual features of center programs and family home programs are
inherently different, the need for consistent care and education remains. This study explores
experiences and dispositions of early childhood educators and investigates their career
commitment attitudes.

CHAPTER 3
BEHIND THE SCENES

As Patti prepares for the children to enter the building, a coworker enters her
classroom. “Good morning, Patti. How are you today? It’s cold outside! I’m not looking
forward to getting out there.” Patti and her coworker, Carrie, engage in small talk together.
Carrie teaches in the classroom next door to Patti’s classroom. All of the teachers that work
with Patti come in early, before their official start times, just as Patti does. They all carry
bags of materials and ideas to supplement their classrooms and the learning experiences they
plan for the children. Carrie is newer to the program. She has a gentle nature that draws
children to her. She jumped right in with the team from the start and has shown a true
commitment to the children. She constantly brings in prepared materials from home that she
has worked on in the evenings and on the weekends. The other teacher in that classroom,
Dyta, also comes to work early to start her day off prepared for the children. She has worked
at the program for over fifteen years. She maintains a level of commitment to her role just as
she did from the day she started. Dyta has been known to come into the program on Saturdays
and Sundays to prepare for the upcoming week. Patti’s coteacher, Jen, started with her about
one year ago. She had an instant connection with the children in the classroom and they have
a solid bond with her. Jen came in with new ideas and fresh perspectives that Patti and she
have incorporated into the classroom learning environment. Each teacher in the program
wakes up thinking of the children, and goes to sleep with them on their minds. Patti looks at
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her coworkers and thinks to herself that they all demonstrate commitment to their craft and is
proud to be part of a team that shares those values.
An early childhood educator has a complex and never-ending role. While some careers
allow the person to go to work, do the job at hand, and go home, others do not. A teaching
career requires a person that is committed to the role, brings it home with them, and
continually reflects about their day, the children, and the future. The participants in this study
have demonstrated the type of commitment that should be representative of any person
entering the field of early childhood education. The examples in this vignette provide a
glimpse into their attitudes and behaviors demonstrated toward their careers. The following
will provide an in depth look at these teachers and how their stories reveal the commitment
they feel toward their careers.
The purpose of this research was to explore early childhood educators‟ career
decisions and the interaction between teacher dispositions and role perception. This research
would focus on one early childhood program and the teachers employed there. I aimed to
understand the experiences of early childhood educators that had made their jobs a career.
What was it about these teachers that enabled them to overcome adverse issues in the field
related to poor pay, long hours, and increasing stress and remain in the field? What elements
did the program utilize to support the teachers? Research questions that guided this study
include:
Research Question 1: How do participants describe their lived experiences in their
early childhood education careers?
Research Question 2: How do participants identify their own teacher dispositions?
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Research Question 3: How do participants describe or characterize their role as an
early childhood educator?
Research Question 4: What factors do teachers feel promote and what factors inhibit
persistence in the field of early childhood education?
Studies using qualitative methodology are rich in context and create an explanation or
lived experience view of a phenomenon (Creswell, 2008). This work began under the efforts
involved in “describing and explaining a given culture at a particular point in time” (Short,
1991). I assumed this process of interviewing would produce stories from the participant
perspective that would increase my knowledge and understanding of the overall question
(Seidman, 2013). This required the primary focus to be on the emic perspective of the
participants in the study. My primary research design methodology was a phenomenological
case study. A framework for understanding the connection between dispositions, efficacy,
and career commitment is first presented as a means to explain the context in which this study
was viewed.
Considering the aim of the study was to explore experiences of early childhood
educators in relation to their ideas about their roles, overall careers, and commitment to the
field, there were multiple theoretical perspectives that needed to be addressed. First, resiliency
theory was included as a means to provide a backdrop for the anticipated adverse experiences
that this research assumed would emerge from the study. Second, career development theory
was important to consider in order to provide a means to view factors related to successful
career trajectories. Lastly, efficacy was included to counterbalance the negative components
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that may emerge and support feelings toward participant abilities as early childhood
educators.

Design

This phenomenological case study was designed following the guidelines established
by Bogdan and Biklen (2007) including case study identification, observations, and
interviews. Furthermore, Seidman‟s (2013) three interview process was adhered to in order to
gain an in-depth exploration of the experiences of the participants. The study is considered
phenomenological as the experiences of the participants employed at one program were
deeply explored in order to gain an intimate interpretation of their journey through their own
early childhood education careers. Additionally, Creswell (2008) stated that a qualitative
design is one “in which understanding the factors that explain or relate to an outcome helps
the investigator best understand and explain the problem” (p. 111). For this reason, a
qualitative study was best for this type of investigation that deals with career commitment and
persistence factors. In particular, this led to a case study of one particular early childhood
center. The methods employed in this study included a series of interviews and observations
of the teachers employed at the center. For this reason, a case study was best for this type of
investigation that deals with early childhood educator career commitment and persistence
factors.
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Setting

The program selected for this study was the child learning center at a community
college in the suburbs of a large Midwestern city. The community college is located
approximately 25 miles northwest of a large urban center. The district in which the college is
located serves a diverse population. There are over twenty-three communities identified as
part of the college‟s district. There is a wide range of socioeconomic status located within the
college boundaries. While some areas are extremely affluent, others are made up of working
class families. In recent years, the college‟s district has seen a decrease in median household
income and an increase in low income households. Further, the college reports a growth in
diversity within their boundaries, in terms of age, race, ethnicity, and primary language
spoken. According to its official statistics, the college had a student body population of
14,830 as of Fall 2013. The population was made up of 55% female and 45% male students
and employed 819 faculty. Fifty-seven percent of students were identified as Caucasian, 20%
Hispanic, 10% Asian, 8% Other, and 5% Black, Non-Hispanic. The student body has also
shifted to increasing numbers of part time students as opposed to full time students. The
college community is evolving and that diversity is represented in the population the program
in this study serves.
For the study to examine the ideas of career commitment, it was ideal that the center
had teachers who have worked in the field for a long period of time, such as over 15 years, to
a shorter time period, such as within three to five years. The selected community college has
a Child Learning Center that is open to children of students, employees, and community
members. The campus Child Learning Center has been operating for more than 30 years. The
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program serves the community college faculty, staff, and students as well as the surrounding
community. Currently, the program services more than 65 families with children ranging in
age from three to five years old. The demographics the program serves include White, Asian,
and African-American families.
The program holds a Gold level in the Illinois ExceleRate System and is accredited by
the National Association for the Education of Young Children. Student to teacher ratios are
lower than mandated by the state, on average four teachers for 20 children. All teachers in the
program have at least an Associate Degree in Early Childhood Education or a related field.
According to the center‟s promotional brochure, the program offers an enriching
environment in which children‟s interests are the basis for exploration and curriculum
building. The program has two classrooms, Extended Preschool and Preschool, with Monday
– Friday enrollment, and options available for two, three, or five days per week as available.
The Extended Preschool classroom is full day and runs year-round from 7:30 a.m. to 5:30
p.m. The Preschool classroom runs on the college calendar and is half day, running from 9:00
a.m. to 12:00 p.m. There are two co-teachers per classroom for a total of four teachers
employed by the college as employees of the program. As part of the community college, the
program also serves as a model teaching environment in which college students participate in
student teaching experiences and as observers. Documents about the program that were used
in data analysis included staff policies, benefits, wages, support systems, supplies, and
professional development.

53
Participants

Participants were purposely selected as a result of the case study site choice. The
participants represent a selection of teachers who have made early childhood education their
career choice or made an intentional decision to stay in the field (see Table 1). Each
participant had been working in the field of early childhood education for at least 11 years.
Two of the participants had worked at this program for at least 18 years, while the other two
recently joined the staff and come with their own background experiences.

Table 1
Participant Information

Age
Race
Language(s) Spoken
Years in the Field
Years at current center
Education Level in
ECE
Marital Status
Children

Jen
29
Caucasian
English

Carrie
42
Caucasian
English

Patti
68
Caucasian
English

15
11
1
8 months
Bachelor Degree Associate Degree

Dyta
46
Caucasian
English and
Polish
24
18
Associate Degree

Unmarried
No

Married
Yes - 2

Married
Yes - 2

Married
Yes - 2

25
22
Associate Degree

Participants were initially verbally solicited for the study. They were informed of the
plans for the study and asked if they would be interested in participating. After receiving
verbal interest, an electronic email was sent as a formal acknowledgement and invitation to
participate in the study. Participation in the study was voluntary. Data were not collected
until written consent was provided to the researcher. Due to the nature of the study, it was
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important that all of the teachers in the program were invited to participate and agreed to do
so. The following descriptions introduce the study participants. In order to protect
anonymity, all participants in the study have been assigned pseudonyms.
Table 1 provides an overview of the participant characteristics in relation to their
professional and personal identities. Early childhood educators were identified as lead
teachers in the early childhood program. That is, they are fully responsible for the
running of the classrooms. The teachers are working in teaching teams with two lead
teachers per classroom. Each teacher is equally responsible for planning, assessing, and
meeting the needs of the children in their classrooms. Each of the participants were
female educators ranging in age from late twenties to late sixties. At the college, the
early childhood teachers each had a wide variety of experience in the field of early
childhood education. They had all worked in a variety of capacities throughout their
careers prior to working in their current programs. The jobs ranged from nanny
positions, tutors, church volunteers, and home school educators. The length of time in
the field also was an important factor of the study. Two of the teachers had been in the
field for over 24 years each. The other two teachers had been in the field for over ten
years each. The teacher educational levels range from Associate’s degree to Bachelor’s
degree. At this program, the minimum educational requirements for a teacher is an
Associate’s degree in Early Childhood Education. The director holds a Master’s degree in
Early Childhood Education. The participants represented 100% of the teaching staff at the
chosen program.
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Human Participants and Ethics Precautions

This study included participants involved in focused observations in their work
environment and lengthy and personal interviews. As a result, participants were informed that
the names of the individuals and the program would be kept anonymous. Participation in the
study was voluntary; refusal to participate involved no penalty or loss of benefits to which the
participants were entitled. Participation in the study posed only minimal risks. Risks
included time taken to participate in the three-part interview process. Further, participants
might hesitate to disclose specific aspects of their roles or feelings toward their work
environment, co-workers, etc. if they did not feel secure in the confidentiality of the process.
Although the researcher is not employed at the lab school, being a colleague may skew the
participants‟ perception of how I might view them. Participants could choose time of day and
location that best suited their needs to complete the interviews in order to allow for maximum
comfort and confidence in the process. This study may benefit participants by providing them
an opportunity to be heard, to share their stories, and to shed light on the early childhood field
as a profession. The participants may not have ever had an opportunity such as this where
someone provided them a platform to share their experiences and be heard. Overall, with
minimal risk and an open forum to share their stories, participants had full reign to divulge as
much as their comfort level allowed.
Permission to conduct the study was obtained from Northern Illinois University and
the community colleges‟ Institutional Review Boards (IRB) before any data was collected.
Upon receiving approval, participants were solicited with an introductory letter via email
(Appendix A) and an offer to meet in person to discuss the details more fully and to answer
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questions the participants may have had before committing. Following commitment,
participants discussed an interview schedule that was mutually agreed upon by the teachers
and the researcher. They then acknowledged their commitment to the study by signing the
Informed Consent form (Appendix B).

Procedures
The study included interviews of early childhood teachers employed at the early
childhood program. First, participants were asked to attend an informational meeting to
learn about the study and to ask any questions about participation. Once the
informational meeting was conducted, participants that met the criteria and were
interested were identified. Schedules for interviews and observations were made at that
time. Each of the teachers who fit the participant criteria and agreed to participate
were interviewed. The criteria of the participants included: being designated as a
teacher in an early childhood program and being in the field of early childhood
education for at least five years. Participants were chosen who fit the topic of study: those
in the field for long periods of time as well as those outside the scope as to ensure more
thorough validity is conducted and to minimize the researcher drawing easy conclusions
(Seidman, 2013).
The open-ended interview protocols (Appendix C) for the teachers included questions
related to perceived teacher dispositions, role identity, career decisions, and resiliency. The
participants took part in intensive, face-to-face interviews in order to gain more enriched data
to describe their experiences.
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It was important to understand the barriers that might need to be overcome before the
study could take place. For instance, gatekeepers included the Dean of the early childhood
education program and the director of the early childhood center. The Dean of the program
needed to be made aware of my study and to approve my presence in the center for extended
periods of time. The director of the early childhood center needed to be included in planning
the logistics of the study. For example, observations in the classrooms needed to be scheduled
and approved. Additionally, with the support of the director, I was able to work toward
establishing closer relationships with the teachers and gave them an open policy in which they
could contact me with any questions or concerns they had.

Data Collection

The data collection period took place over the course of two semesters. Although my
original intent was to complete the research by the end of one semester, it overflowed into the
beginning of the next semester. Issues with scheduling around teaching schedules, vacations,
and school days off forced the observations and interviews to take longer than initially
expected. I first made initial contact with the director to inform her of the scope of the study.
However, the director was not involved in any scheduling or discussion about the study with
the potential participants. Second, I had a meeting with the teachers to introduce them to the
study and to recruit participants. If any participants seemed to be a good fit, the schedules for
the interviews and observations were completed then at the initial contact meeting. We then
discussed daily schedules of each respective classroom and made plans for beginning the
study.
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Interviews

Open-ended interviews were completed with each teacher in the child care center for a
total of four teachers. Seidman (2013) supported the use of in-depth interviews as a means of
paying close attention to the language of the participants to identify important material within
individual interviews as well as connections among all the interviews. Seidman‟s ThreeInterview Series was used to collect an in-depth meaning of the lived experiences of early
childhood teachers. This was the primary mode of data collection as the goal was to
understand the meaning teachers make of their experiences. Thus, interviewing was the most
appropriate mode of accomplishing this task (Seidman, 2013). Seidman (2013) outlines a
series of three, 90-minute interviews, but allowed for flexibility of “structure, duration, and
spacing” (p. 21). In this study, the length of each interview ranged in time from thirty minutes
to seventy-five minutes on average. As I was accommodating their teaching schedules, there
were times in which a longer interview was not possible. The interviews were conducted
away from the center as decided by the participants. The interviews were tape-recorded,
video-recorded, and notes were taken during each interview. The notes included a summary
of the statements, nonverbal behaviors, and ideas for supplemental questions for the following
interviews. Each interview was not spaced more than one week apart. According to Seidman
(2013), the timing of the interviews is important for establishing a positive relationship with
the participants. Further, participants had an opportunity to reflect on the interview and think
about the next one which reduced the possibility of idiosyncratic interviews. Analysis took
place after all of the interviews had been completed. It was important to keep an open mind
by staying true to the phenomenological nature of the study and waiting to analyze the data.
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Waiting until all interviews were complete helped avoid creating themes or planting ideas that
may feed into subsequent interviews without the intention of doing so.
Participants were asked to share thoughtful and honest perceptions throughout the
interview series. In Interview One, the participants were asked to discuss their lives prior to
their teaching careers. They were asked to reflect on their home lives, families, friends, and
school experiences. I began the initial interview by introducing myself and the role I would
play during the interview. I then explained how the interview would work, by encouraging
them to be as honest and forthcoming as they felt comfortable. The first interviews were a
means to explore the participants‟ life histories. The questions were related to their
upbringing, their families growing up, their friends growing up, and their school experiences.
They were asked to also include any information about their current family structures,
including significant others and children. They were asked to share everything up to the point
of becoming a teacher. The interviews were transcribed in between each conducted interview,
which did not take place more than one week apart from one another.
Interview Two was completed on average between three days and one week after the
initial interview. The second interview focused more on the participants‟ lives as early
childhood educators. They reflected on their trajectories of coming to their teaching careers.
They were also asked about their teaching experiences, including what types of work they
have done related to children. Additional questions focused on the participants‟ feelings
about co-workers, supervisors, and work environments. I also added questions of clarification
or further inquiry based on reflections from the first interviews. The second interview
focused on the details of the lived experiences. I began the interview by clarifying any
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information that had been shared in the first interview. By writing notes to myself and follow
up questions, I was able to cater the second interviews to be more personal and reflective of
the story-telling process. The second interview‟s goal was to understand the evolution of their
journey in early childhood education. The participants were asked to explain all of their work
and educational experiences that related to them working with young children. Their journeys
in early childhood education typically began in high school and went up to present day. These
interviews were then transcribed and the third interview was prepared.
Interview Three was the final interview for all participants. It was conducted between
approximately three days and one week after the second interview. The final interview was
more of a self-reflection about their career paths and feelings about themselves as early
childhood educators. Questions concerning their self-identification of personality
characteristics also led to discussions regarding their opinions about positive teacher qualities.
The interviews also included a comparative look at themselves from their early days as
educators to their current selves as educators. The final interview focused on the meaning the
participant attached to their experiences. The interviews again began with any clarifying
information that needed to be straightened out from the second interview. We then went into
making sense of their career path in early childhood education. Participants were asked to
discuss qualities that made successful early childhood educators. They were also encouraged
to elaborate on role models and mentors that they felt inspired their teaching careers. The
participants summarized their experiences and stated their most influential moments that had
shaped their journeys.
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Overall, the three-part interview series afforded the participants an opportunity to have
thoughtful and focused reflections on their careers as a whole. Each participant completed all
three rounds of interviews before the next participant began. This provided the researcher
with enough time to conduct each individual interview and granted sufficient allowance for
thoughtful transcription. They were asked about each part of their journey in separate contexts
in order to allow them to eventually make sense of and synthesize their career ideals. By
doing so, each participant incorporated an array of important pieces that summed up their
unique stories.

Observations/Field Notes

Observations were also a critical aspect of the data collection process. Each
participant was observed three different times for this study. Each observation occurred
within two days of each interview. During the observation component, the participants were
observed in their classrooms as they interacted with their co-workers, spent time with the
children, and went about their responsibilities in their classrooms. It became apparent that
some of the big ideas from the interviews lent themselves to observable moments, while
others could not be seen by the eye. When at all possible, the observations were connected to
the interview component. Data gathered from the observations was used to support the
developing ideas and themes that rose to the surface from the interviews.
Observations primarily focused on the teachers in the center, their rapport with
the children, and their interactions with co-workers. Observations were done at the
beginning of the study to gain a sense of the classroom environment and personalities of
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each teacher. Also, it helped to develop trust within our researcher/participant
relationship. Observations were for a couple of hours each week based on the particular
participant who was being interviewed. The observations only occurred in the time
frame in which each specific participant was being interviewed. A total of three
observations per participant were conducted. These occurred before the initial
interview, before the second interview, and before the third interview. The
observations were also used to gain more context for the information provided in the
interviews. Interview questions were developed based on information gathered from
the observations. As part of the observation process, both reflective and descriptive field
notes were created. According to methods proposed by Bogdan and Biklen (2007), it is
important to document what the researcher “hears, sees, experiences, and thinks (p. 50).”
Field notes helped to formulate questions that were added to subsequent interviews.

Data Analysis

Data analysis was conducted after the collection period was over. Seidman (2013)
cautioned that analyzing data too early in the collection process can cause the researcher to
come to interviews with preformed notions and theories about participant experiences.
Hycner (1985) added that arbitrarily imposing a theory or rigor to phenomenological studies
can compromise the integrity of the nature of the phenomena. Being that this study is of a
phenomenological basis, the analysis occurred once all data had been collected, so the
researcher did not interject any preconceived ideas or hypotheses into the data collection
pieces.
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The identified unit of analysis for this study was established as an early childhood
program and the teachers employed there serving as the participants. In order to investigate
this unit of analysis for the study, observations, field notes, interviews, and memos were
completed. Further, verbatim transcription of all interviews allowed for close line-by-line
analysis that was used. Transcriptions of all interview recordings served as a backup to allow
for a full review and analysis of each interview. A variety of data strengthen the case study
evidence to support any findings that emerge from the data analysis (Yin, 2013). All of these
pieces of data collectively served to accomplish that task.
While the collection period was occurring, it was important to use memos to “become
more conceptual…think pieces linking findings to other situations and data” (Bogdan &
Biklen, 2007, p. 165). Memos were utilized as a means to reflect on the interviews, capture
ideas and questions for further interviews, and document thoughts and reactions while the
interviews were taking place. For purposes of this research, analytic memos were
incorporated as a manner in which to think more deeply and critically about the meaning
evoked by themes that had begun to emerge (Saldaña, 2013).
In order to discover themes from the data, analysis of all information was conducted
line by line, paragraph by paragraph. The use of qualitative data analysis software, NVivo,
assisted in capturing and categorizing themes that emerged. All of the taped interviews,
memos, and field notes were entered into password-protected computer files. I used software
that secured the data to eliminate the risk of the data being compromised.
Analyzing and interpreting the data included the use of Giorgi‟s (1975) and Keen‟s
(1975) method of analyzing phenomenological data. First, the researcher must stay within the
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present and refrain from bringing past knowledge or assumptions when collecting data
(Giorgi, 2012). With this in mind, the researcher can move toward investigating the data
gathered in minute detail and bracketing the ideas and themes that begin to emerge. Next, the
information found within the interview data is reduced by “bracketing” (Keen, 1975). In this
process, the researcher identifies any predispositions about the data by listing them out and/or
reflecting on the ideas. Assumptions about what the participants would be identifying and
viewing as influential had to be realized. I came into this study as a practitioner in the field of
early childhood education. I know the literature and researched issues with retention. I
realized that I was fully prepared – and maybe even anticipated – the participants to have
some negative connotation to their interviews. The literature is so saturated with this
information, that I expected at least some degree of pay, stress, and hours to come creeping
into the discussions of even the most content early childhood educator. As a result, I had to
incorporate Keen‟s ideas into my practice. Afterwards, those predispositions were suspended
from thought as to allow the information gathered from the interviewees to become more
objective to the researcher (Keen, 1975).
Once bracketing took place, the researcher proceeded to what Giorgi (1975) described
as listening to the interviews as a whole in order to identify units of measurement and themes
for use later on in the data analysis process. I went through each interview recording and
listened to them as I made myself notations about the content. I also read through observation
notes again. At this point, data was reviewed a second time and initial codes were assigned to
the information gathered. Saldaña (2013) suggested that “In Vivo, Process, Emotion, Values,
Dramaturgical, and/or Focused Coding, and Theming the Data” is appropriate for the types of
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“ontological research questions addressed” in this study (p. 61). Therefore, I uploaded all of
the interview transcripts, research memos, and field notes into the NVivo 10 program. Using
this program provided a deeper level of analysis of the initial codes that were selected for the
data. Initial codes included some of the following:
● Career choice
● Career commitment
● Caregiving/maternal characteristics
● Education
● Family
● Friendships
● Job satisfaction
● Parenting
● Role models
● Support
● Teaching style
● Work environment
After coming up with an initial list of emergent codes, I was then able to apply the
initial codes as parent nodes and subcategories of nodes. The program also allowed for
various reports that offered insight into frequency of words used and connections between
data pieces. The emergent codes were also reviewed in terms of ideas within the conceptual
framework.
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Hycner (1985) described a critical point in data analysis once the units of data had
been reviewed and coded, in which the researcher must apply meanings identified to the
research questions. This requires the researcher to stay true to the focus and scope of the
study and to disregard any codes and themes that may not be pertinent to the study. Further
analysis involved summaries of the interviews and identifying similarities and differences in
each of the sets of data in order to begin connecting commonalities or identifying gaps that
may exist. I analyzed the codes further to collapse the data into categories. Discovering
recurring words, phrases, and thoughts through an individual‟s stories allow themes to be
collected and organized. These ideas can be transferred to labels including external factors, or
mattering, and internal factors, or meaning. From there, major themes began to emerge.
Creswell suggested five to seven themes which may exist as stories, processes, actions,
descriptions, or relationships (Creswell, 2008, p. 153). I ended up having five overarching
themes from this research study.
The themes that emerged from the in-depth analysis of the participant interviews and
observations have solidified the notion that Savickas (2005) referred to as internal and
external factors that people associate with “meaning” and “mattering.” The themes are what
have been identified as what “means” and “matters” to an early childhood educator
successfully making their path a long-term career. After working through hundreds of
referenced codes assigned to the data, the overarching themes were identified. Sub-themes
were connected to the larger ideas based on connections and similarities in the categories
being formed.
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Overall, this phenomenological case study focused on one early childhood center and
the teachers employed there. The lived experiences of the teachers were explored deeply in
order to gain understanding and insight into career commitment, resiliency, and personality
traits of early childhood educators in the field for at least five years.

CHAPTER 4
GOING ALL IN

Patti opens the door and smiles as the children begin to walk inside the classroom.
She sings, “Hello, children, hello, children, hello, children, it’s nice to see you here.” The
children enter, chattering with each other, greeting Patti, and walking into the various areas
of the classroom to begin to play until the day officially starts. Patti’s class usually begins its
day either outside on the playground or in the indoor playroom, depending on the weather.
With the snow and cool air outside, Patti shudders at the thought of getting twenty children
into snow boots, hats, gloves, and coats to go outside to the playground. She would much
rather stay inside in the warmth and ease of the indoor playroom. However, the temperature
is not too cold to go outside so she knows they will go outside. She sings a song to get the
children’s attention. “Let’s all go outside, go outside, go outside, let’s all go outside and play
in the snow.” The children get excited as the tone in the room gets a bit louder. Patti helps a
few children with boots and gloves as they get ready to go out in the cold. The whole ordeal
takes no less than fifteen minutes until everyone has gone to the restroom and gotten their
winter gear in place. As they get ready to go outside, a child rummages through his backpack
and pulls out a piece of paper. He runs up to Patti and gives her a hug. He exclaims excitedly,
“Look, Ms. Patti! I made you a picture. “He holds up a crayon drawing to her as she looks
down toward it. “You made me a picture? Please tell me about it.” The boy says, “It’s us
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playing in the snow. We are jumping together in the snow!” She smiles and says to him,
“Well, thank you so much. Let’s go outside and jump in the snow together."
From the moment of the children‟s arrival, Patti is in full “teacher” mode. Her
attention is solely on the children. She is cheerful, sings to them, and does her best to make
sure they get the most out of their time with her. The easiest option would be to stay inside, in
the warmth, and avoiding the hassle of getting everyone ready for the outdoors. Some
teachers may have opted for that choice. However, Patti is driven by best practice and doing
what is appropriate for their growing bodies. She will take them outside. Many elements of
this vignette support the findings related to this study. Patti embodies the basic elements of
what makes a successful and committed early childhood educator. Her demeanor, teaching
characteristics, work ethic, and attitude in the classroom are all critical components of what an
early childhood educator needs to exemplify. Through those pieces, commitment to the field
is more likely than without them.
The purpose of this chapter is to report the findings of this study. The focus of the
chapter is to articulate the career experiences and beliefs of early childhood educators as
expressed by study participants. Particularly, the chapters relates long lasting career
commitment feelings, teacher characteristics, personality traits, and ideas about the field of
early childhood education as a whole to one another. As a result of a thorough analysis of
data collected through in-depth interviews and observations, themes began to emerge
regarding participants‟ views of early childhood education as a long lasting career. Findings
regarding the innateness of teaching, love of children, support systems, experience, and
personality characteristics will be explored. Additional data was analyzed from classroom
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observations of the early childhood educators involved in the study. All of the data collected
was analyzed to support the study‟s research questions:
Research Question 1: How do participants describe their lived experiences in their
early childhood education careers?
Research Question 2: How do participants identify their own teacher dispositions?
Research Question 3: How do participants describe or characterize their role as an
early childhood educator?
Research Question 4: What factors do teachers feel promote and what factors inhibit
persistence in the field of early childhood education?

Site Description
Sounds of children‟s laughter and voices float through the air as you walk into
the ABC Child Learning Center. Housed within one of the buildings of the community
college, the sounds of children serve as a welcome change from adult voices in the
surrounding building areas. The center serves the community college faculty, staff, and
students as well as the surrounding community. Currently, the program services more than 65
families with children ranging in age from three to five years old. The demographics the
program serves include White, Asian, and African-American families.
The program holds a Gold level in the Illinois ExceleRate System and is accredited by
the National Association for the Education of Young Children. According to the center‟s
promotional brochure, the program offers an enriching environment in which children‟s
interests are the basis for exploration and curriculum building at the core of its philosophy.
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The program has two classrooms, Extended Preschool and Preschool, with various options for
day and time enrollments.
Inside the center, colorful artwork and parent information fills the hallway walls. On
either side, cubbies line the walls for children‟s coats and other belongings. The director‟s
office is in between each of the two preschool classrooms. Outside the classrooms, there are a
large tree, bikes, a paint easel, picnic tables, and a large wooden climbing structure that makes
up the shared playground. Inside, the classrooms are warm, inviting, and full of busy children.
Each room contains child-sized furniture that comprises the defined areas within each
of the rooms. For example, the rooms each have a soft and hard element with a carpeted area
and a tiled area. In the carpeted area, the blocks, dramatic play, library, and manipulative
areas can be found. In the tiled area, the art, sensory, sink, and tables and chairs are included.
There are varying sizes of blocks, people and animal figurines, cars, books, tables, and
kitchenette items. Further, the materials are a mixture of both store-bought and natural, found
items. Store bought items include pretend food items, marbles, puzzles, markers, crayons, and
glue. Natural, found items include stones, pine cones, buttons, fabric scraps, pots, and pans,
and flowers. Each classroom has twenty children aged three to five enrolled. At any given
moment, the children can be observed engaged in art activities, math games, or pretend play.
There are two co-teachers that lead the classroom. They are typically found playing alongside
the children or preparing for an activity coming up within the schedule of the day. In addition
to the children and teachers in the classroom, there are several student aids that work in the
classroom and are also working with the children on whatever interests them throughout their
day.
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The rooms are busy, with the energetic hum of children hard at work learning
about the world around them. The program truly practices a living philosophy that is
grounded in the interests of the children. As a result, the children feel free and comfortable to
participate in activities they are particularly fascinated in. They also interact with materials
that are attractive to them as they use them to pique their curiosities. The children are
provoked to question, investigate, and discuss their inquiries and thoughts. Teachers are
available to help support their investigations through modeling and use of evocative language
interactions. As a result, rich conversation and meaningful noise emanates from the program
at all times.

Figure 1. Room A.
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Figure 2. Room B.

As a result of the atmosphere, philosophy, and teaching practices, the program is a
highly respected center in the community. Another reason it stands apart from others is the
low teacher-child ratio in each of the classrooms. There are two co-teachers per classroom for
a total of four teachers employed by the college as employees of the program. Aside from the
classroom teachers, there is also a site director, permanent substitute teacher, at least two
student aids per classroom in any given semester, and a total of three to ten student teachers in
any given semester. Due to the low teacher to child ratios, the philosophy, materials, and the
ideal teacher qualifications described in Chapter 2, this setting is an active example of a high
quality preschool program. The four classroom teachers agreed to participate in this study.
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Participants

Dyta

Dyta is a co-teacher in the Extended classroom. Upon meeting her, she seems to be
someone with a strong personality. She has strong opinions and uses humor to make jokes or
comments about anything from clothing to statements one may make. Dyta is not the type of
person to sugar coat her comments. As a result, she can come across as impersonal or even
brash at times. However, when observing her work with children, the first impression
becomes null. She laughs, jokes, and is warm to the children. The children interact animatedly
with her, smiling, laughing, and yelling her name to gain her attention. During observations,
Dyta was seen talking with the children, playing with them during free choice, or interacting
with the parents during drop off times. She also was seen bringing in materials of her own to
add to the classroom, coming in early before her scheduled start time to prepare things for the
day, and even coming to the center during the weekends to support the student teachers in the
classroom.
Dyta was born in an Eastern European country. She came to the United States when
she was eighteen years old. She has faced adversity in her life. Dyta lost her mother and
brother to a car accident when she was a small child. Her father remarried and moved to the
United States when she was a teenager, leaving her to stay with her brother until they were
able to join them. She moved to the United States, having to learn about a new culture and
language. Currently, she is a forty-six year old, married, mother of two. She speaks English
and Polish. Dyta has been working in the field of early childhood education for 24 years. At
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the time of this study, Dyta had been teaching at this program for 18 years. Dyta is
committed to her role as an early childhood educator. Prior to teaching at this program, Dyta
was in a variety of roles. She began her career by working as a babysitter for a variety of
families. After a few years, she began teaching as an assistant at a Montessori program. She
worked toward attaining Montessori certification, however, did not end up finishing. During
her tenure at that program, she began taking Early Childhood courses at this community
college. Eventually, Dyta completed her student teaching and was asked to work as a
substitute. She agreed and was eventually offered a role as an assistant teacher. After the
teacher in the classroom became suddenly ill, Dyta took over as a co-teacher in the classroom.
She has been in this role since she attained an Associate‟s Degree in Early Childhood
Education. Presently, Dyta is working toward a Bachelor‟s Degree in General Studies.
When asked about her primary influence in becoming an early childhood educator,
Dyta says that she wants to be “like a mother to the children. I feel like they need someone.”
This commitment to meet the needs of the children in her care runs deep. As we find from
early interview data, Dyta lost her mother when she was a very young child. The feelings of
providing a steady, compassionate, and trustworthy role in a child‟s life runs deep in her. She
sums her feelings up, “[the children] at least know you are here to support them and making
sure nothing bad happens to them.”
All of her life experiences help to shape the person that Dyta is now. She has evolved
into an early childhood teacher that cares deeply for her work and considers her role to be
close to a second mother-type to the children.
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Carrie

Carrie is a co-teacher in the extended classroom with Dyta. Carrie is the type of person
upon meeting you feel you can be lighthearted and share a laugh with. She makes frequent
jokes and almost seems to use that as a technique to mask discomfort or nervou s energy. Once
Carrie knows you, she tends to become a little more calmed down and the nervous energy is
not as apparent. When observed with the children, Carrie is completely involved and absorbed
with them. Her connection to their social and emotional needs is quite striking. Her body
language and voice convey a soft and meaningful nature as she engages the children. She is
fully engaged in the learning and growth that happens in her classroom. Carrie often works on
activities at home to bring into the classroom. Like Dyta, she also has come in on weekends
and stays late when she can to prepare upcoming activities for her classroom.
Carrie is the third oldest in a large family of eight children. She grew up feeling as
though she were a mother figure for her younger siblings. She helped take care of the home,
cleaning and cooking for as long as she can remember. These dynamics of a large family
helped to shape the person she is and how she views child rearing. Carrie shared that she
spends time with each and every child to make sure they feel comfort and security in any
classroom she has worked in. She has been working in the field of education for 11 years. At
the time of this study, Carrie had been working at this program for seven months. Prior to
teaching at this program, she had taught in other private preschool programs. With her
husband, she moved to California and worked in a co-op preschool program for a time. She
made the decision to home-school one of her sons, who has a disability, from the time he was
in first grade until he was in fifth grade. She has returned to a center-based program, with this
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role being her first since being a home-school educator. Carrie has attained an Associate‟s
Degree in Early Childhood Education. She is interested in furthering her knowledge by
maintaining ongoing professional development opportunities through attendance at
workshops and conferences. Carrie is married and has two sons.
When asked about her primary influence in becoming an early childhood
educator, Carrie says that she attributes her choice to being from a large family. She
says,
Maybe I was inclined to become a teacher due to being the third oldest, so really
from a young age you’re kind of in that role, leading others and teaching others.
I'm going to say that was somewhat ingrained, because I did come from a large
family and you were always helping others.
Her commitment to be a nurturer began at a very young age. As we find from
early interview data, Carrie comes from a large family and played an important role
helping her family get by day to day. She sums her progression to becoming a teacher
up, “when I went to school, and I started in the profession I just loved everything about
it, and it finally felt like I found my place, like that was really a place I enjoyed. I liked to
be there, it felt natural, it was fulfilling.”
Carrie is truly committed and passionate about her responsibility working with young
children. It is evident in the classroom as she interacts and receives such warm and bonded
reciprocation from the children.

Jen

Jen is a co-teacher in the Preschool classroom with Patti. Jen has a quiet and calm
demeanor. When meeting her, she does not appear to be overtly open or outgoing. However,
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as time progresses and she gets to know someone, the comfort level is established and her
lighthearted and warm personality shines through. While conversing with her, Jen conveys a
mutual respect through her intent listening and thoughtful comments. This demeanor is
evident and beckoning in the classroom. The children seem drawn to her and seek out her
comfort when feeling sad or upset. Jen does not raise her voice or discredit any of the needs of
the children. She seems very natural and self-assured in her role as an early childhood
educator.
Jen is the youngest of this group of teachers. She has been working in the field of early
childhood education for the past 15 years. At the time of the study, Jen had been working at
this program for one year. Prior to teaching at this program, she had been a teacher at a
charter school preschool. She has attained a Bachelor‟s Degree in Early Childhood Education
and holds an Illinois Professional Teaching License.
Jen is not married, nor does she have children. She recently has gone through a painful
divorce, which has made her begin to question what she wants from her life and career. When
discussing it, she confirms that staying in the field is important to her. However, staying in the
teaching role may not be her ultimate goal. When questioned about her interests for the future,
Jen explained she is exploring possible master degree programs and options outside of
teaching, such as training and specializing in curriculum. Her passion is to make sure
classrooms are at their best and offer top-notch experiences for young children to thrive.
Consequently, her interests in curriculum development and training are understandable.
When asked about her primary influence in becoming an early childhood educator, Jen
says that she feels her path was always meant to be. She states, “I feel that me taking this
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career path was pretty much ingrained in me, since I was little. Because I always really
enjoyed babysitting children, and then, I took my first job at a daycare center and loved it.”
Her feelings toward working with young children always felt like a natural pathway. Jen
credits her early experiences with young children in paid and volunteer settings as shaping her
career choice route. She sums her career choice by saying, “I couldn‟t imagine doing
anything differently. I went into this career with a passion for knowing that I‟m the
foundation for these children‟s educational career. So, yeah, I feel really lucky with the path
that I‟ve taken so far.”
Jen is a quiet force that shines when children are present. Her teaching prowess is not
immediately evident until you are able to really observe and witness the dynamic role she
plays in the classroom.

Patti

Patti is a co-teacher in the Preschool classroom. Oftentimes, people have referred to
Patti as the ultimate preschool teacher. She has an aura about her that makes one believe she
fully understands the needs of children. Constantly singing and telling stories, her nature in
the classroom is soothing and magnetic. To other adults, she is on the quiet side. Her
demeanor leans to being a listener and reflecting on what is said or done. Patti can even be
self-deprecating, avoiding compliments and deferring to other people‟s accomplishments. As
soon as her hand touches the door of her classroom, Patti is singing, laughing, and conversing
with the children.
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She has been working in the field of early childhood education for the past 23 years.
Patti shares polarizing accounts of her childhood. In one sense, she had a magical upbringing
that she attributes to forming her style of teaching. On the other hand, she had numerous
periods of adversity, related to divorce, abuse, and multiple moves. As one comes to know
Patti, it is clear how both the positive and negative components of her childhood have made
her the teacher she is today. Her caring nature and unbreakable commitment to the children
perhaps stems from her upbringing. At the time of the study, Patti had been working at this
program for 20 years. Prior to teaching at this program, she was a nanny and worked at
another, privately-owned child care program. She has attained an Associate‟s Degree in Early
Childhood Education. Patti is married and has two children, a son and a daughter.
When asked about her primary influence in becoming an early childhood
educator, Patti says that she feels her upbringing majorly shaped her adult life. She
describes the role her mother played in her childhood, “I think the way that I was raised
for the first 10 years of my life, well, more like five years of my life. My mom, the way she
raised me made me appreciate childhood in the most full way possible.” Her mother’s
child rearing attitude has penetrated her teaching attitude. She adds, “When I went to
look for work I tried several different things, and the thing that I enjoyed my life the
fullest way possible was when I was with children. So it just naturally flowed that way.”
Patti’s outlook on her career is that it is the most natural and fulfilling option she could
have landed on. She sums her feelings about her career, “But if being with children and
sitting on the floor with children gives you that warm, good feeling inside then enjoy
that feeling, go with that feeling. That's simplistic I know, but I don't know what else to
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say. Other than trust your instincts because that's how it feels to work in the classroom.”
Patti seems to have been born to be a preschool teacher. Never one to let it be known
if the children anger or frustrate her, she is always smiling and singing. The children are
unabashedly connected to her and seek her out upon arriving at the program every day. Her
commitment to the children and her role is admirable.
Each of the participants in this study is unique. They have different viewpoints and
adhere to an array of teaching philosophies. Not one of them would be considered any lesser
of a teacher in ability, skill, or talent. However, they are the same in that their commitment to
their roles and the children in their program is unwavering. They make up a unique teaching
staff in a lab school program.

Findings

The findings discussed in the following section were generated through systematic and
thoughtful analysis of the participant interview and observation data collected. In order to
expose these themes, participants were provided opportunities to share their experiences in a
deep, thought-provoking fashion. The findings are supported through use of direct quotes in
order to relay the manner in which each unique individual conveyed her ideas. Participants
painted a picture of their experiences and shared their thoughts on early childhood education
career aspects that, altogether, formed the basis for the identified themes presented throughout
this chapter. Numerous theories related to career choice (Glavin & Berger, 2012; Savickas,
2005, 2008) overwhelmingly refer to the internalization and reflection process as critical in
allowing an individual to outwardly define lived experiences and choices made related to a
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(career) decision. Further, each participant was observed in their classrooms in order to
further investigate the ideas that arose from the interview portions of the study.
The findings that emerged from the in-depth analysis of the participant interviews and
observations have solidified the notion that Savickas (2005) referred to as internal and
external factors that people associate with “meaning” and “mattering.” The following
findings are what have been identified as what “means” and “matters” to an early childhood
educator successfully making their path a long-term career.
After working through hundreds of referenced codes assigned to the data, the
overarching themes were identified. Sub-themes were connected to the larger ideas based on
connections and similarities in the categories being formed. Findings included: the
innateness of teaching, personality characteristics, support systems and inspiration,
understanding of self as a teacher, and love of children and their role.
The findings truly create an evolutionary story of participant experiences from career
conception and, ultimately, to career confidence and commitment. As the data from the
interviews and observations was being analyzed, the findings helped to support the research
questions of the study. The findings that emerged all relate to the research questions. The
“innateness of teaching,” “personality characteristics,” “support systems and inspiration,”
“importance of experiences,” and “love of children and their role” all directly correlate to the
research questions via the numerous interviews and observations that were completed.
There were a number of factors contributing to these findings being chosen as those
that comprised the “meaning” and “mattering” of career commitment and longevity in early
childhood education. First, each came up repeatedly with each one of the participants in each
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of the interviews. The ideas surrounding them and the sub-themes that came from the
overarching themes all had multiple, consistent coding attached to them throughout each
participant‟s interview set. Second, the emergence of each finding directly correlated to the
research questions posed in this study. The emergent themes were exposed through the lens of
this study. “Innateness of teaching” resulted from repeated interactions and interview
comments by each participant. “Innateness” was never explicitly asked about during the
interview process. However, it was overwhelmingly important as all participants referenced
“feelings” they connected with their career choice that they could not quite describe or
pinpoint. They unanimously referred to this innateness as something you have or you do not.
As a result, it was identified as a strong finding that emerged from the data. Another finding
that emerged through the process occurred as each participant attributed experience as a factor
in helping to feel committed to their careers. Although the interview protocol did call for
participants‟ reflection on their careers, it was surprising that each discussion resulted in
experience as a major reason they felt they had evolved into better, more confident, and
knowledgeable teachers.
The following summaries describe the importance of the findings. Each section begins
with the connection to the literature, followed by how the findings directly relate to the
research questions for this study. It is then followed by a more detailed discussion of each
finding as it relates to participant interview and observation data analysis. The data gleaned
from the participant interviews and observations have been used to answer the questions. The
following section will delve into each individual area by providing a detailed account of the
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development of each throughout the study. Numerous examples and excerpts have been
utilized to demonstrate the importance of each idea that was uncovered.

Innateness of Teaching; A Calling
Innateness of teaching can be associated with ideas of a “calling” or certain
indescribable yearning one possesses about a career. In the literature, innateness of teaching
involves choosing and retaining a fulfilling teaching career that involves intrinsic foundations,
including emotional rewards. In most of the literature, it seems that the intrinsic motivators
are more compelling when choosing the field of early childhood education rather than
extrinsic factors. Herzberg (1966) suggests that motivation factors (achievement, recognition,
and the intrinsic nature of the job) play unique roles in job satisfaction or dissatisfaction.
Lortie (1975) established the notion of psychic rewards as a powerful factor in teachers‟
satisfaction and choice of career field. Further, every participant in this study repeatedly
related innateness of teaching to “always knowing” they wanted to go into this career path.
Additionally, they all discussed “mothering” experiences they felt ownership for throughout
their childhood and adolescence. Most of the terminology and ideas from this theme came
from repeated quotes from the participant interviews. Although the “innateness” of teaching
itself could not be observed, some of the statements from the participants could be seen
coming to life in the observations.
Participants shared various examples of how they describe their careers. They
discussed the joy the children bring to them every day in their roles, the hard work they do,
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and the payoff they feel from helping children grow and develop. Two subtopics associated
with innateness of teaching included “mothering” and a “calling.”

Mothering

The first subtopic connected to this finding relates to early experiences with mothering
as an identifier for what connected each participant to her career. All of the participants had
times in which they felt they played a mothering role to others in their lives. This seemed to
be a thread that followed them through their life histories that they shared. For some, such as
Dyta and Carrie, it was a sense of mothering for their younger siblings. For Patti and Jen, it
was with other children they cared for at young ages. All of the participants spent time
babysitting from young ages and caring for young children. They connected these experiences
with a sense of obligation to nurture others for whom they were responsible. As their lives
unfolded, Carrie, Dyta, and Patti all had children of their own that extended their mothering
roles. The following excerpts all originated from each participant‟s Interview One that
supports the idea of mothering.
Interviewer: Tell me about your family.
Carrie: Well I grew up in a family of eight, I‟m the third oldest, I would call us I guess
a middle class family, and you know coming from a large family you really became a
mom early in a way (laughs). So we were (um) kind of a close knit tight family, and
because there wasn't tons of money we were always together, and we were all about
being outside, (uh) we always had a pool in the backyard and things like that. I would
come home and my sister and my brother and myself, we would get dinner ready for
everybody else, and you know help everybody with baths, and do everybody‟s
homework including our own at 4th grade, and so from that point forward you know
both parents worked and somebody was always there. If my mom was home my dad
was gone, if my dad was gone my mom was home, so we always had a parent home
for the most part, but in the evening was when my mother went back to work, so you
know at that point you kind of took over for, for your mom.
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Carrie spoke at great lengths about her family size, her role in her family, and the
feelings she had regarding responsibility to care for her siblings. As she stated, she has eight
siblings in her family. As one of the eldest, she felt she had a duty to help with their care.
Carrie often helped prepare meals, get younger children dressed, and supported homework
needs.
Jen comes from a family of four. She did not share feelings of mothering in her own
family, as she was the youngest child in her family. However, she attributes early babysitting
in Junior High School with her earliest feelings of mothering behavior.
Interviewer: Tell me about your personal or work experiences with children growing
up.
Jen: I babysat in my neighborhood probably when I was, maybe in 7th grade. From
then on, I had quite a few regular families that would always call me, you know would
be, you know, I would have like a set date with them, you know every Friday. Like
“Ok, I‟m going over here, and then I'm going here on Saturday.” So, I would do that,
and then I had, I volunteered at my church, during I think it was 9 o'clock mass on
Sundays, every Sunday, for like the childcare room.
Jen shared that she did not come from a large immediate family, although she did
report having an extensive extended family with younger cousins. However, Jen
acknowledged always being around children and having a steady need for caring for young
children during elementary and high school years. Her experiences babysitting and
volunteering at Sunday School sparked mothering feelings within her.
Like Jen, Patti also had a smaller family unit growing up. She had two siblings, in
which she was the oldest. Although she was the oldest, she does not ever allude to caring for
her siblings. She first shares mothering experiences when she discusses her various roles as a
nanny.
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Interviewer: Tell me about your personal or work experiences with children growing
up.
Patti: I did a nanny service. It was where you go, you get an address and you go to a
home. I really liked it. I would go to a home. I remember driving up the driveway and
I went to a home and there was this pole, to me gorgeous three-story home or
whatever, and I knock on the door and I'm like, "I'm here for the nanny service."
They're like, "Oh, this is where the help lives. You gotta go up there." I was like,
"Okay." So I would have homes like this and then I would go to a home that the
government would pay for with the government check. And I remember I came into
one, it was right on Higgins but anyway I'll never forget, there was dogs in the house
and there was a little kid and I enjoyed the child and everything, but there were so
many fleas in the house that I was totally bitten by fleas all up and down. But I mean, I
would go to homes with a bowling alley in the garage, I mean in the basement and
then homes like this. It was a real eye opener. And, but what I learned was how to
establish relationship with a child within a few minutes. We had to do it right away.
You had to get that child who doesn't know you from Adam may never see you again
ever, that child had to trust you, listen to you. The parent may say, "They're eating
this, they have to go to bed here, they have to do their homework." It's everything
from an infant to school age child, it wasn't like a certain age. But boy, talk about
learning, it's like jumping out of plane and learning how to fly. I really feel like I
really learned how to establish relationship with a child quickly. And I feel like that
was in me quickly just from my upbringing anyway.
Patti discussed the nanny role she played as having a critical effect on her feelings
toward caring for young children. Early on in her life, she harnessed an ability she had in
creating warm relationships with young children. It was then that she had decided to ensure
she established relationships with children right away.
Dyta shared at length her feelings of mothering regarding her younger brother as they
grew up. Dyta had a difficult childhood, having lost her mother and another sibling to a car
accident at the age of two. Dyta discusses feeling responsible for caring for her brother, who
was plagued with illness growing up.
Interviewer: Okay, so how about your brother? You said you had a brother after your
parents got married, right? So, tell me about him.
Dyta: He is my little brother. He always calls me if he has a problem. I took care of
him for almost a year and when we were in Poland, he was sick, he has asthma. And
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they thought that he had foreigner object in his lungs, so they wanna operate on him
but we never let the surgeon do the operation. So, he was always special because he
was always sick with asthma. I don't remember exactly but I think I did a lot of stuff
for him, like chores at home. Vacuuming, taking garbage outside and we lived on the
fourth floor, so to take garbage out you had to go down four floors. So, I think it was
always like I had to do it because by the time he gets down he will start coughing and
the asthma will come back. So, it was always my go down, go up, go down, go up. But
now we are like best friends.
Dyta had maternal experiences from the time she was a young girl as she helped care
for her ailing brother. She also discusses other roles she played in her family, including
helping with shopping, running errands, and feeding and changing her sibling. Dyta summed
up her lingering maternal instincts in Interview Three. She described how they still have an
influence on her role as an early childhood educator.
I want to be like a mother to them, to the children. We have the little girl whose
mother left her with the grandma and father and the girl didn't see mother for year and
a half. So I feel like she needs someone. Like I feel compassion and sympathetic with
her, but she's missing something.
After each participant shared early life histories of herself, the discussions moved from
mothering and caring for younger siblings and neighborhood children to the embedded nature
of their career choices in their minds. The second subtopic was their sense of calling to the
field of early childhood education.

A Calling

For all of the participants, the decision to enter into early childhood education as a
career was natural. They all described it as being their only career choice. None of the
participants discussed any other ideas or options that they may have entertained. Choosing the
field of early childhood education seemed like a calling for each of them.
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Carrie expanded that the career helped her, “find her place.” Further explaining it as,
“really my calling that‟s something I really enjoy. It felt natural.” In interview Three, Carrie
discussed the decision to go back into a career after raising her own children and it needing to
be, “something that meant something. It‟s my calling, and it called me back.” Observing
Carrie in the classroom, one can testify to her deep feelings for the children. Her interactions
were intentional and thoughtful. One particularly powerful observation occurred when she
stepped in with two children who were having an argument. One can imagine when there is a
guidance and discipline issue in a classroom, the outcome can go a plethora of ways.
Carrie walked over to the boys as they were in the block area. She maintained her eye
level with the children and picked up a knocked over bin. While doing so, she said, “I
thought you were angry. Oh, you were having a disagreement.” One child said,
“What is a disagreement?” Carrie responded, “A disagreement means people having
different opinions.” She then suggested a different activity for the children to play.
The boys agreed, nodding their heads up and down. They all walked to the water table
area together, laughing and smiling.
This interaction illustrated the calm and connected nature Carrie used when interacting
with children. She was at their eye level, maintained her voice tone, and was matter of fact. I
was particularly struck by her explanation of the term “disagreement” and how the children
were interested in this new word to which she exposed them. She was dedicated in this
exchange as she had described herself throughout the interviews.
In Interview Two, Patti stated, “I always liked the whole idea of being around
children. That‟s always been something I enjoyed very much.” Jen tried to describe the innate
aspect of this career field and appeared to have difficulty in pinpointing the explanation. She
shared, “You just have to have, I don‟t know. I almost feel like it‟s inborn. It‟s either in you
or it‟s not.” Dyta further attempted to describe the career as a calling and how difficult it is
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for her to describe it. She described it as, “This feeling,...you can‟t, you just can‟t,....you
know that‟s what you want to do. It‟s not the money. It‟s not the hours. It has to be
something inside. Maybe it‟s heart.” Each of the participants had powerful feelings of
connection to their chosen career paths.
As I spent time in each classroom and with each participant, this was extremely
evident that they possessed what they identified as innate characteristics of a teacher.
There was a natural, comfortable feeling in the rooms and between the teachers and children.
One exchange between Patti and the children occurred during Observation One after she
finished reading a book, showed the effortless style that is exuded in her classroom:
Patti says, “Ok, let‟s show them how we stand up.” She stands up in a dramatic
fashion by swinging her arms in the air. She moves toward the front of the circle near
the little girl. Patti presses a button on a CD player. She says to the group, “This song
has an echo in it. I know you know what an echo is. When I say a word, you say it
back.” She motions toward the other teacher in the classroom. Patti says, “You may
have to help me because there are a lot of verses and I might have forgotten one.” She
begins by saying, “Thumbs up.” She goes on to do the motions and sing the words for
the song, “Tootie Tah.” The children all participate and do the motions along with
Patti and the other teacher.
This example of Patti was quite often observed. Not once was Patti observed in any
state other than what I referred to in my notes as “happy,” “a natural,” “perfect example of a
preschool teacher.” Another example of a teacher showing a connection to the classroom and
children is Jen. As I observed one particularly natural and delightful exchange: During
Observation One, Jen participated in an interaction that was quite common to witness: She
was involved in a math manipulation activity with a child:
Jen was laughing and responding to the children‟s comments and questions they made
regarding the math materials they used. She continually repeated statements that they
made to her, such as, “I found the right shape” and “This one is red like that one.” The
materials were cards with pictures on them and the children were asked to match the
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pictures up with one another. Jen sat with one child and asked him, “Can you find a
match?” The boy pointed to a card across the table. Jen reached for it and said, “That
one. You think that one is the match?” The boy shook his head in agreement and she
gave him the card.
This type of exchange was observed multiple times with Jen during the observations.
Oftentimes, my notes included comments about her being “natural,” “calm,” “confident,” and
“happy.” She consistently interacted with the children in this manner.
Each participant had continuous smiles on their faces and a lighthearted nature when
working with the children. Their voices were higher pitched and more rhythmic than in the
interview portion. This type of rhythmic, higher toned-voice is known as motherese.
According to Kuhl, Coffey-Corina, Padden, and Dawson (2005), motherese has been shown
to benefit further language development in young children. All of the participants in this study
used motherese in their interactions with the children.
The innateness of teaching was something that was described by each participant and
could be inferenced during the observations. In the compilation of teaching literature and
research, ideas about the innate nature of teaching is prevalent. Innateness of teaching can be
related to mothering experiences and a calling to the field. The innateness of teaching is an
important component of educators having a connection to their chosen career field.

Personality Characteristics: Teacher and Context

Much of the research completed on personality characteristics relate to dispositions
that are important for teachers to possess. One of the most widely used models for personality
in general is The Big Five Personality Traits (Costa & McCrea, 1992b). These traits include
openness to experience, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism.
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Jamil et al. (2012), assert that extraversion and neuroticism, characteristics in Costa and
McCrae‟s 5 Factor Model of Personality, play a role in how teachers view career choice.
People with personalities with more extraversion-related distinctiveness would be more open
to experiences and more resilient in negative situations. Alternatively, those with more
neuroticism would have a more negative outlook toward unexpected situations that may occur
in the teaching field and not feel as prone to choose or be long-term in that profession.
Interestingly, neuroticism was the only personality characteristic that was not identified by
any of the participants as being present in their own minds. However, although they may not
have explicitly identified neuroticism as a trait they possessed, there were conversations
related to feelings of being self-conscious, anxious, and worried. The literature concurs with
the findings that various personality characteristics have been shown to be significant to
preserve career longevity in teaching. Katz (1993) asserts that just because someone may have
acquired knowledge and skills to perform a task, it does not necessarily equate to them using
and applying that information. In particular, NAEYC outlines standards that early childhood
educators must develop to possess the knowledge, skills, and professional dispositions
necessary to support the education and growth of young children. Dispositions and essential
teacher characteristics that the participants described as essential were supported by the
observations I completed. These participants in the study proved they internally possessed
necessary dispositions, but also, had the tools to use them in their daily practice.
Personality characteristics emerged in two different ways through the data, necessary
teacher characteristics and context-dependent characteristics. First, the participants shared
aspects of their own personality characteristics and self-identified traits they believed they
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encompassed. They discussed how these related to their own characteristics and how they
have played a role in helping sustain their careers. Second, the participants stated
characteristics they believed to be crucial for any early childhood educator to possess in order
to maintain longevity in the career field. This ended up being coded as characteristics that
make “good” teacher characteristics. Following this, context dependent characteristics
emerged as a subtopic related to teaching.

Teacher Characteristics

The first subtopic, teacher characteristics, was identified through interviews and
observational data. The answers were elicited from questions, including: What is important
for an early childhood educator to have? and What advice would you give to new early
childhood educators? Some of the characteristics that had the highest number of occurrences
in the data were those related to compassion, openness, empathy, and humor, both in
themselves and as needed for teachers to possess.
In Interview Three, participants were shown a list of personality characteristics related
to the Big Five Personality Traits (Costa & McCrea, 1992b), including openness to
experience, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism. They were
asked to identify and describe their own personalities as they related to the Big Five
Personality Traits. Openness to experience relates to an appreciation for art, emotion,
adventure, and extent to which a person is independent. Conscientiousness is a tendency to be
organized and dependable, and aim for achievement. Extraversion is connected to energy,
positive emotions, and sociability. Agreeableness is a tendency to be compassionate and
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cooperative. Neuroticism is the tendency to experience unpleasant emotions easily. The
participants were remarkably similar in their identifications of their own personality traits and
those needed for teachers.
Dyta stated “extroversion, openness, and agreeableness” were what she most
identified in herself. She also said “neuroticism” was the least likely to be used to describe
her personality. During Observation #2, Dyta initiated an exchange in which I identified as
being an example of her personality traits, including extroversion and openness.
A man entered the classroom to pick a little boy up. Dyta approached the father and
says, “Today we had to talk to E. One of the children said E‟s mom was Korean. E
said his dad was American. So I said that makes him Korean American. The other
child said his dad was Romanian but he doesn‟t speak too well. I said even if he
doesn‟t speak well, he is still Romanian. We wanted to tell you so you know we were
talking about this today.” The man laughs. He says, “Thank you. E, you are the last
one.” Dyta then smiled and laughed as she continued to clean up the classroom. They
exchanged goodbyes.
This exchange could have potentially been difficult and uncomfortable if Dyta‟s
personality were more shy and reserved. However, she appeared confident in addressing
issues of ethnic diversity with a parent in her classroom. Part of teaching is working with
families, which can include having uncomfortable or sensitive conversations. Dyta did not
avoid the topic and shared with the parent what topics of conversation were at school that day.
Patti shared that she felt her personality most related to characteristics related to
“agreeableness and open to experience.” She felt she was also very “sympathetic and
trustworthy.” She continued that her personality was not “assertive.” Perhaps identifying her
most important personality characteristic, Patti explained that teachers must be
“compassionate and understand the trauma that parents and children are going through as they
begin their schooling.”
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Patti was observed each and every time as showing copious amounts of compassion in
the classroom with the children. Each field note I completed includes a statement about her
compassion and demeanor in the classroom. Patti was seen repeatedly sitting down with
children and discussing their feelings. She appeared to be in tune with their needs and would
not seem to miss an opportunity to scoop them up and sit them down on her lap or share in an
activity together with them while she talked about their feelings that day.
Coinciding with Patti‟s comments, Jen also connected her personality to being
“sympathetic and friendly.” She went on to add, “I create a lot of empathy in the classroom.”
Interestingly, just as Patti stated that she was not assertive, Jen stated the same. The
observations all supported Jen‟s comments. She was noticeably friendly in the classroom.
While Jen always had a smile on her face, she appeared to be genuinely friendly to the
children, parents, and student aids alike. Carrie described her personality as “imaginative,
adventurous, and artistic.” She described “self-conscious” as something that comes to her in
new situations and when she needs time to feel comfortable. These descriptors relate to her
tendency toward the self-conscious and shy end of neuroticism as a personality characteristic.
However, one area that repeatedly surfaced during the interviews was humor. Dyta
summed up what all other participants alluded to in Interview Two with, “Humor. Children
and adults need to have fun in the classroom.” Also in Interview Two, Patti added, “Humor is
extraordinarily important to me.” Jen shared stories about constant fun and laughter she had
with co-workers that made the days so enjoyable. Carrie asserted in Interview Two, “Humor
is a key to Early Childhood Education.”
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During each observation Carrie makes the children laugh with her light-hearted nature
and personality.
Carrie gets up and moves to the group of children that are in the block area. They are
showing their pictures to each other. She looks at one and says, “Oh, is this Ms.
Carrie?” The child says no. She says, “Are you sure? It looks like Ms. Carrie.” They
smile and laugh together at this exchange.
During the observations of Carrie, it was apparent she infused humor and fun into her
day-to-day interactions with the children. On one occasion, the children asked for a song on
the CD player. Carries agreed and said, “Yes, one silly song.” She then played the song and
danced along with funny movements. Another example of her humor being used was when
she was using it to maintain the children‟s attention. Carrie was reading a book to the children
about a garbage truck. There were dogs in one picture, and she stopped reading the words and
pointed the dogs out to the children. She said, “Oh, look, the dogs are waiting for garbage to
fall out.” All of the children found this quite humorous as they erupted in laughter.
Other personality traits identified ranged from patience to creativity to calmness. Patti
clearly showed calmness through her exchanges with the children during observations. One
excerpt from an observation includes the following:
The boy sitting next to Patti starts to grab at another boy near them at the table. Patti
touches his arm and says, “That‟s ok.” The boy turns to Patti and plays the toy he has
in his hand. Another child approaches her and talks to her very animatedly about the
toy he has in his hand. She turns her attention to him. The boy next to her that she
previously touched his arm then taps her shoulder and says something to her. Patti
turns to the boy and nods her head. The then turns back to the other boy and responds
to him. Both boys run to the dramatic play area.
This could have easily turned into a stressful situation in a classroom if the teacher is
unable to pay attention to both children‟s needs. However, Patti turns from one to the other
without skipping a beat. She does not appear to get flustered by either boy needing her at the
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same time. She addresses both boys‟ needs in a respectful and individual manner. There is a
very clear, calm aura to her presence.

Context-Dependent Characteristics

Context-dependent characteristics are those that are influenced by a setting or role. For
early childhood educators, there are characteristics that reveal themselves when in certain
contexts. Those characteristics relate to those that might not be natural to the participant, but
have been nurtured to enhance their roles. NAEYC has six standards in which early childhood
educators are measured (Appendix B). The standards include: promoting child development
and learning, building family and community relationships, observing, documenting, and
assessing, using developmentally effective approaches, building meaningful curriculum, and
becoming a professional. It is clear that these characteristics would not be inherently
evidenced in someone unless nurtured in a field of work that required them to be present.
Further, the data showed evidence that the participants possessed many of the same traits as
set forth by NAEYC (see table 3). The literature cites numerous examples of teacher
dispositions that can lead to effectiveness in the classroom that were also discussed by the
participants in the study, including respect, positivity, passion, and authenticity (Colker, 2008;
Fowler et al., 2008).
It was evident that these teachers shared very similar opinions regarding personality
traits that are influenced by the context in which they work. Each of the participants addressed
difficulties they had faced throughout their careers. Those struggles dealt with working with
parents, providing appropriate curriculum, and building relationships with children.
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Patti is open when sharing her struggles as she has gone through learning how to
communicate with parents. She feels her personality is more confident and she describes how
she has become more of a professional. Patti says,
Much more confident than I was 20 years ago. I feel...I feel like I really have answers
when parents ask me questions. I feel like I have the answers. Or I have a way to find
out an answer. I feel really good about that. From even...or I have a way to say, "That's
a good question, we'll work on that," or, "Let me get back to you." I just feel very
good about being able to say that.
Her growth as a professional has also connected to her feelings of being open-minded
as an early childhood educator. She states,
Well, you certainly have to be open-minded and be ready to understand that you can
be wrong. You really have to know that you can be wrong. And that the child can be
right and the parents can be right and just because you have a teacher....You are a
teacher....That doesn't mean that whatever you say or whatever you do is the right
thing to do. You have to be ready to be wrong and open-minded in that respect.
These insights shared by Patti allow us to understand how the context of your role
inform your personality characteristics. She has grown in her role as an educator.
Jen also reflects on her struggles in growing as an educator over the years. She
identifies her understanding of curriculum as something that has influenced her personality in
being more assertive and confident in her knowledge. Jen discusses,
Ok, well I would say that my first job that I had out of college we used the High Scope
curriculum, and it's, I guess I have, I have some ideas that I really, really love, and that
have really stuck with me, and that I'm trying to incorporate into my current job right
now because of seeing these huge holes in their curriculum, and I feel like it really
could be enhanced more.
Her example is about her feelings that her curriculum ideas she has developed over the
years have validity and should be integrated into the workplace.
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Finally, Carrie shares her thoughts on working with parents. She describes the
parenting piece as influential in her growth and characteristics as a present day educator.
When referring to her evolution as an educator, she says,
The advice I was giving parents, now when I reflect on that I think oh my goodness,
parents were probably like „yeah Mrs. Carrie, nice try,‟ because before I had my own
children, as much as I understood the theory of child development, what to say, how to
cultivate, how to help them, I did it without personally, I feel like without having my
own children didn't really understand what everyday life means for a mom.
This example demonstrates another way in which the context plays a huge role in the
way personality characteristics and traits are formed and influenced. Personality
characteristics have been shown to be an important aspect of the existing literature base for
which dispositions support teacher commitment. Participants supported the notion that certain
characteristics were necessary for more committed early childhood educators and had to be
nurtured by the context.

Support Systems and Inspiration

Based on the current literature, support systems have proven to play a critical role in
overcoming career adversity. As this study has found that support systems are imperative in
helping people through difficult situations and easing stress and frustration. Many other
studies have found similar results (Lanigan, 2011; Olsen & Anderson, 2007; Sumsion, 2003;
Whitebook & Ryan, 2011). In a policy brief aimed at increasing teacher preparation and
retention in early childhood education, Whitebook and Ryan (2011) assert that contextual
information in early childhood education research has been often overlooked and should ha ve
more emphasis in policies related to mentoring, professional development, and meeting time
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with coworkers. Backing that idea, Olsen and Anderson (2007) also found that the presence of
friends, opportunities to collaborate and take on multiple roles, and relatively supportive
administrations helped teachers feel satisfied with their role. Further, Ravitch (2010) contends
that workplaces that attract and retain quality people are ones that have professionally
rewarding working conditions. The supports found within a setting have shown to play a
paramount role in an employee‟s attitude toward his or her role.
The participants in this study talked at great length about the benefit they had received
emotionally from their support systems and how they had not only helped them personally,
but also in their careers. Supportive peer relationships between early childhood educators are
important to feelings of commitment to the job (Lanigan, 2011). Additionally, Sumsion
(2003) describes relationships with peers and the existence of mentors as contributing to
feelings of emotional support and a sense of networking in the field. Support systems have
been found as instrumental in developing a sense of foundation in the field of teaching.
Support systems and inspiration was most closely related to research question four.
The data collected supports the research question in multiple ways. During the interviews, the
participants discussed various role models and support systems that helped them get through
adversity in their lives and careers. They all attributed various family members, coworkers,
mentors, and friends to helping them over the course of their careers. I inferred that without
the presence of support systems, people may be more likely to leave the field of early
childhood education. Further, the inspiration that the participants had gotten from others
around them had helped them to aspire to be better teachers.
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Support systems and inspiration came from the specific inquiry stemming from
Interview Two. The evolution of the ideas from the participants moved from identifying
essential personality characteristics for an early childhood educator (or intrinsic
characteristics) to external motivators that supported their career longevity. Support system
discussions involved those people the participants related as helpful and supportive to their
evolution as the confident educators they all had described becoming. Interview questions
regarding role models generated interesting connections between people they identified as
influential to their careers and inspirational to their teaching styles. Support systems and
inspiration was not an observable theme. I was unable to observe those people the
participants identified as belonging to their support system or what inspired them. Yet,
through the interviews, these categories were etched out to encompass family, friends, former
teachers, and current or former employers and co-workers. The two subtopics that emerged
from this theme were supportive networks and role models and mentors.
Supportive systems shared by all of the participants were their families. Participants
described the crucial role their families all played in their lives to that point. In Interview
Two, Jen acknowledged her parents as important supporters in her career choice, saying
“They just knew I had that love for children. I wouldn‟t be here if it weren‟t for them.” Both
Carrie and Patti shared similar experiences in having their siblings as their closest friends to
date. Dyta also said she is extremely close with her father and her brother. All participants
discussed close families and tight knit circles as foundations for their later experiences and as
a lens in which they looked at life.
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Friends were another support system each participant shared as foundational to her
life. For instance, Dyta discussed having friends that would do anything for one another.
Patti talked of having friends for more than “40 years.” Jen talked about the close friends she
made through college and work and credited them with getting her through difficult situations
in her life.
Finally, the last sub-category of supports includes the part that role models played in
each of the participants‟ early careers. The participants attributed their role models as having
influenced the teachers they had become.
I had great mentors that really led me through. I feel (they) have really molded the
teacher I have become. Just, (pauses) great role models I guess (pauses). My first year
teaching the person that I was teaching with, she was great; she really took me by the
hand basically, and went through the curriculum with me. I feel like that year I just did
a lot of learning and observing almost, because I didn't have the confidence in myself
to really jump into things (laughs).
Also in Interview Two, Carrie referred to a role model from her own education that
has inspired the teacher she has become. She attributes the learning from this role model as
molding her own ideas and beliefs about working with young children. Her role model was
from her college career. She elaborates:
I learned so much from her, and I really, she was a mentor I felt, and even to this day I
still use some of the word, her phrase was „that‟s not ok‟, and to this day if I'm in my
classroom, I often will say „that‟s not ok, I don't like that choice you just made‟. And
she was just so personable, and had such a caring attitude. And I always felt like
really, gave all children the benefit of the doubt. Like never, never saw, you know, I
don't want to use the term bad, but to me never, you know, found something to love in
everybody, which is of course as an educator, of course you always need to love all
your children. But really to me, you know, when I was schooling at that point the
college I was at their center had some children with really challenging behaviors I‟ve
never seen to this day. And she just stayed so calm and just the way she handled it, to
this day I can still think to myself, like I remember if that was so extreme and how she
handled it, I always try to think like ok even though that‟s happening, we can figure
something out here, we can make this work.
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After observing Carrie in the classroom, it was apparent that the role model and the
behaviors she learned from her have been infused in her own teaching repertoire. For
instance, one situation occurred when Carrie was working with a group of children at the art
table. They had used stamps on their arms rather than the paper that was provided. The
response from Carrie was even-keeled and respectful to the children. In my notes, I responded
to the calm nature that Carrie exhibited. During Observation Three:
Two children come up to her and show her their arms. She says, “Have you been
doing stamps?” The child nods his head up and down and she smiles and says, “Ok,
you need another rub and scrub.” She then turns back to the other child and helps him
write his name again. As she continues to work with the child, another child
approaches her. She turns and says, “I‟ll be right with you. I‟m helping our friend. I‟m
so sorry to make you wait.” She seems to accept her answer and stands next to her and
wait.
Carrie demonstrated a decidedly calm and nurturing demeanor in this interaction. She
easily could have gotten upset by the children‟s decision to put stamps on their arms.
However, she dealt with it by not missing a beat with the other child she was sitting with.
Further, the apology she made regarding making one child wait was an ideal illustration of her
comment made in Interview Two.
Other role model origins related to how the participants want to work with and be with
children each day. Dyta confirmed in Interview Three, that her father and his “will to
survive” inspired her to work to her best ability every day. Patti shared in Interview Three
that her mother is her inspiration and role model for how she strives to be with children every
day. She also stated that a former employer gave her, “confidence and really made me feel
that the way I was working with her children and my own was the way to go.” Families,
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friends, and role models played a major factor in each of the participants‟ early shaping as an
early childhood educator.
Support systems and inspiration ideas resonate through the literature surrounding
teacher turnover and attrition (Smith & Ingersoll, 2004). Research Question 4 is closely
answered by discussions of support systems, role models, and mentors the data surfaced. The
participants all connected with various coworkers, family members, friends, and peers, as they
worked through their career ups and downs.

Importance of Experience
Experience refers to all past training that contribute to one‟s repertoire of knowledge
and confidence in their current roles. Life experiences aid in shaping one‟s outlook and
interpretations. The idea of experience serving as a monumental cornerstone to the feeling one
has regarding their abilities and overall satisfaction in their role is supported by the literature.
According to one study, many early career teachers leave the profession due to feelings of low
self-efficacy and poor job satisfaction (Kirby, 2011). One can infer that experience supports
the evolution of overall confidence and teacher efficacy. Katz (1993) asserts that dispositions
are characteristics and traits that grow over time in supportive environments that view them as
priority, thus they influence teacher practices. In this study, each participant relayed notions
that experience had been one of the major factors that contributed to their current positive
view of their skills as an educator. It can be assumed that experience is crucial to nurturing
personality characteristics that have been proven to be successful to early childhood
education.
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As participants were asked to describe their roles and characterize their lived
experiences as an early childhood educator, past experiences were heavily referenced. From
the data collected, participants described their lived experiences regarding their careers in a
high regard. Interview responses included the participants sharing their thoughts and
impressions of their careers in a positive light, highlighting what matters to them as important,
often referencing past experiences.
Importance of experience was the next topic that emerged from the data collected. As
participants had shared their ideas about important early experiences, personality
characteristics, and support systems, it was evident they would have to connect it to their role
as a teacher. All of the findings up to this point played a major role in shaping their roles as
teachers. Above all else, participants described experience as a crucial contributing factor to
their stability and confidence as early childhood educators. Further, the participants revered
growth and confidence in their abilities as an evolution happening over time that needed to be
nurtured. They also shared their own teaching styles and ideas about what makes them
confident in their roles. All participants were acutely aware of themselves, their strengths,
and their weaknesses, as early career educators and the present day educators they had
become.
Each of the participants had a wide array of experience working with young children.
These experiences helped contribute to their professional growth. In this study, there had been
no less than four different types of experience each participant had acknowledged they had
working with young children (see Table 2). Further, the time they had spent in the field of
early childhood education was at minimum eleven years and at most twenty-three. This group

106
was afforded an extremely broad range of past experiences that helped evolve them into the
teachers they currently represented.

Table 2
Professional Experiences and Growth Over Time

Types of
Experiences

Jen

Dyta

Carrie

Patti

Babysitter

Babysitter

Babysitter

Babysitter

Sunday School
volunteer

Nanny

Preschool teacher

Nanny

Montessori
teacher

Home school
educator

Child care
teacher

Child care
teacher
Preschool teacher
at a charter
school

Preschool teacher Preschool teacher
at a lab school
at a lab school
Mother

Mother

Preschool
teacher at lab
school
Mother

Preschool teacher
at a lab school
Identified
Growth Over
Time

Confidence

Confidence

Confidence

Confidence

Communication
with parents

Communication
with parents

Communication
with parents

Communication
with parents

Planning
curriculum

Planning
curriculum

Planning
curriculum

Planning
curriculum

Child
development

Child
development

Child
development

Compassion

Compassion

Self-esteem

Ability to work
with others
“Bag of tricks”
for dealing with
situations
Compassion

107
The two subtopics that resulted from the topic of experience were identified as
professional growth and teacher efficacy. Professional growth over time as a result of
experiences and teacher efficacy about their skills and abilities were connected to their
professional experiences.

Professional Growth
Their past roles varied from babysitting, assistant teacher, home school teacher,
classroom teacher, among others. Various work contexts, roles, and environments have
contributed to their feelings of professional growth. One area in particular that each
participant discussed and acknowledged as a difficult part of the career was working
with parents and responding to each family’s needs. However, over time, it became
easier and confidence improved. In Interview Two, Dyta shared, “sometimes you make
mistakes and it’s okay. I know I can do it because I’ve done it instead of being scared.” In
Interview Three, Carrie contributes time to doing a “better job of relating to parents than I
ever did in the past.” Jen elaborates in Interview Two:
I was a teacher by myself in the classroom. So you know I didn't have anybody to rely
on, which I think was really, really good for me, because you know it really ensured
me that, „ok now I can do this, I have the confidence to do this, I know all this stuff‟.
So, I would say one of the hardest things for me was gaining confidence with parents,
because I feel like I had some rough ones. It was [at] a school where the parents were
paying tuition, it was hefty tuition, and I almost feel like they were, you know they felt
entitled to a lot of things. Which, you know, I understand it is their children and
everything. So, you know, it was just kind of me figuring out how I can approach
things professionally with them.
In Interview Three, Dyta shares how she has changed working with parents over the
course of her career.
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Time has help me to relate more to the parents and how they feel because as a parent
and a teacher I was at some point like them, not knowing what to expect from the
child and panic if it's in book says by 12 months old they have to walk and they're not
walking.
These ideas expressed by the participants were supported in the field notes I took.
Parent communications were observed with ease and confidence. Each of the participants
were observed interacting with parents at some point in the process. They were present during
drop off or pick up times and were observed discussing information related to the children‟s
progress or concerns in the class.
For example, in Observation One, Dyta can be seen talking to a parent on the phone
with a kind and upbeat demeanor. She talks to the parent with confidence and a matter-of-fact
tone.
Dyta picks up the phone. She cheerfully says, “Oh, hi! I heard you were coming in for
a visit. Do you know where we are located? Yes, park there. Come up the stairs and
you will see us. Oh, no problem. That‟s fine. See you soon.” Dyta then sees a parent
come in the door to pick up a child. She walks over to him and begins talking about
the day. She says, “She might be tired. No nap today.” They exchange pleasantries and
say goodbye to one another as the parent leaves.
In this observation, Dyta can be seen interacting with a parent with confidence and
ease. She is cordial, yet matter of fact. Having established a relationship with the child and
parent, she knows to discuss the nap schedule with the parent. As an early childhood educator,
it is necessary to be able to approach parents and discuss important aspect of a child‟s day.
Carrie also talks with parents in a relaxed and confident manner. During one
observation, she welcomes each child that comes into the classroom and stops to talk with
their parents. She asks, “How are you today?” and goes on to share things about the classroom
or recent things their child has been involved in.
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Professional growth cannot be afforded without time and experience. The participants
in the study revere experiences as integral to the educator they felt they had become. Over the
course of time, they had each participated in a variety of paid and unpaid experiences to learn
about working with children and families.

Teacher Efficacy

The second subtopic related to the importance of experience is teacher efficacy. All
participants stated in several ways that experience helped heighten their efficacy toward their
proficiency in their careers. Efficacy, or feelings related to confidence in teaching abilities,
were cultivated over time. In Interview Two, Dyta, described herself in the early years as
having “fear” and being “overwhelmed.” She acknowledged that as time went on, she
became more confident in her skills and knowledge. Time helped boost her “self-esteem.”
In Interview Three, Dyta describes her interpretation of how she has changed over
time as a teacher.
I hope I changed for better. I'm more knowledgeable. I'm more relaxed, meaning if I
don't see something in a child I know it's gonna come worth to be patient. But not
what's in a book has to be true in child development. Not all the activities you find, no
matter nowadays it's even on internet will work. So I think over the years I learned just
to go with my guts. If everyone wants to play outside, why do we have to stay inside
and go from area to area play? Let's play outside, there is a lotta academics going
outside as well.
Patti shares in Interview Three how experience has contributed to a growth mindset
saying she‟s, “much more confident than twenty years ago.” Adds Jen in Interview Three, “I
am realizing I am confident in knowing what‟s developmentally appropriate and not being
afraid to question it.” Experience and self-realization in abilities and growth has proven
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important for these participants in maintaining a commitment to their careers. Resiliency in
the face of uncertainty and lack of confidence early in their careers helped them to move past
those obstacles and prevail.

Love of Children: The Context of Their Roles

Choice and commitment to the field of early childhood education must stem from a
deep passion. Correlations exist between commitment to a chosen career field and teachers
“who have confidence in their own ability to influence student achievement, and who assume
personal responsibility for the level of student achievement they witness in their classrooms”
(Coladarci, p. 335, 1992). This relates back to the previous finding that personality
characteristics play a part in career sustainment. However, it takes it a step further by
acknowledging that there must be a level of confidence and responsibility present. I assert that
this would mean there would be an insurmountable level of commitment to the role.
According to each participant in this study, the field of early childhood education proves to be
personally fulfilling and ultimately the most rewarding career they could imagine.
Ultimately, the concluding factor in creating a successful career in early childhood
education resulted in a strong love of children. After all of the other themes emerged as
shaping the careers for the participants, it always came down to this final theme. The
participants thoroughly enjoyed their roles and had no feelings of regret or uncertainty in their
career choice. “Love of Children and their Roles” was not specifically asked as a part of the
interview protocol. Additionally, this was something that was observable as I observed each
educator in their classrooms. Further, specific aspects of their roles, including their part in
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children‟s growth and development, were primary factors in their attribution to their career
longevity.

Working with Children

Working with children surfaced as the most salient reason for continuing to work in
the field of early childhood education. In Interview Three, as each participant is asked to
reflect on their careers, the responses included:
Jen described “a passion for always knowing that I‟m the foundation for these
children‟s educational career. I feel really lucky with the path that I‟ve taken.”
Carrie talked about the children and the love of the relationships she has built with
them. She said that her overall satisfaction with her job is, “love, love, love the children I
deal with, and really feel like I‟m making good connections.”
Perhaps one of the most poignant behaviors that were observed from each and every
participant occurred throughout the interview process. When sharing their feelings about their
profession and overall careers, each participant got emotional. There were tears and an
eruption of emotion that each participant showed. In my opinion, this is the strongest
indicator of passion as each participant clearly felt overwhelmingly moved by their career
paths. Literature suggests passionate teachers make for passionate careers. Data gleaned from
interviews and observations supported research questions in this study, particularly Research
Question 1 and Research Question 3. Participants radiated joy, love, and passion for the
children they work with and for their roles as early childhood educators.
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Dyta proclaimed that the best part of her job is “to be with the kids.” She went on, “I
don‟t have a problem getting up in the morning. No matter how tired I am, knowing that I‟m
coming to work to be with the children.”
Patti summed up the sentiment as the “pure joy you get every single second of
interacting with a child. You can‟t walk away from this job. It‟s with you night and day.”
She described a picture a little boy had drawn of her and said that it was Ms. Patti jumping in
the snow.
She states, “I got a card today actually from a little boy named Q and he had me... He
drew a picture, a person, and then, "This is Patti jumping in the snow." That's what it's
about, is jumping in the snow, not watching children jump in the snow.
This anecdote is a perfect example of how each participant viewed her role and the career
path that is early childhood education.

Context of the Role

Further, the second subtopic, context of the role, was evident in the nature of the
program being studied. This subtopic could be the entire background influencer as to why
love of children was so strongly evidenced in interview and observational data. Research
Question 1 and Research Question 3 were interrelated by the undercurrent that early
childhood educators possess a love of children and a love of their roles. When asked to
describe their experiences and roles, this love or passion was exemplified through their
responses and in the observational component. They spoke of the importance of their career
choice and role in the field of early childhood education. The participants held high regard for
their positions and roles in the lives of the children they teach. During the observations, it was
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evident that the participants were proud of their roles in the lives of young children. They took
their jobs seriously and put all effort into their interactions with the children. However, it can
be assumed that most people working in the field of early childhood education have a love of
children. Therefore, the piece that was an important consideration in this study was the
program itself. For purposes of this study, elements of the program were studied in addition to
the teachers. The classroom layout, supplies, policies, salary, benefits, and professional
development influenced the findings.
One surprising aspect of this study was the absence of commonly reported elements of
job dissatisfaction, including pay and stress, in the participant interviews. According to the
research, early childhood education is plagued with adversity that remains difficult for
teachers to overcome, thus resulting in leaving the field. For instance, Herzberg (1966) and
Jorde-Bloom (2010) consider factors, falling within the extrinsic motivational category for
choosing and leaving a career. For early childhood education, that includes pay and benefits.
According to the IDHS (2013), the median hourly wage for a full time early childhood teacher
is $12.55. The program in this study states that teacher pay ranges based on education attained
and experience and is usually between $12-15/hr. As far as benefits are concerned, only
34.6% of centers in Illinois report offering health insurance to teachers (IDHS, 2013). The
program in this study offers full health benefits to teachers. 79.3% of centers offer vacation
time to teachers and 35% offer educational stipends (IDHS, 2013). The program in this study
offers teachers vacations time, scheduled holidays off per the academic calendar, and free
tuition at the community college, and approximately $950 professional development fund
reimbursement per year.
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It is clear that the lab school setting affords more benefits than a typical child care
program. Yet, the participants in this study did not discuss pay or benefits in great detail. In
fact, the only participant that even mentioned pay as a reason anyone might consider leaving
is Carrie. The others never brought it up. In the current study, the lack of emphasis on wages
and the low amount of turnover could suggest that the population of this study is not
representative of the larger population. Further, it alludes to an explanation that can be given
to the participants overall positive attitude toward their role. Since they are employed by a
program that does not seem to face some of the trials and tribulations that many programs do,
it may influence their overall affect. Yet, and still, the program itself provides a context in
which the love of children and their role can shine through without the common stressors to
weigh them down. The participants‟ attitudes were refreshingly positive about their chosen
career paths.

Summary

The experiences and ideas shared by each participant wove a tightly threaded story of
the factors that contribute to feelings of career commitment and satisfaction. Upon analyzing
codes given to interview and observational data, five overarching themes emerged. Along
with each theme, subtopics were also determined. Table 3 illustrates the overarching themes
and subtopics that were identified.
All of the findings relate to the research questions presented in this study. Participants
described their lived experiences in their early childhood education careers. Each participant
began by sharing her life history and had very similar ideas about family and home lives that
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each attributed to leading her to the field of early childhood education. Participants also
discussed maternal feelings and opportunities to work with young children from a very young
age themselves as helping to ingrain this “calling” in them.

Table 3
Identified Themes and Subtopics
Innateness
of
Teaching

Personality
Characteristics

Support
Systems and
Inspiration

Importance of
Experience

Love of
Children and
Their Role

Subtopic 1

mothering

teacher
characteristics

supportive
networks

professional
growth

working with
children

Subtopic 2

a calling

context-dependent
characteristics

role models and
mentors

teacher
efficacy

context of the
role

Participants also identified their own teacher dispositions. Self-identified personality
characteristics were discussed and found to be similar for the participants. Compassion,
empathy, and sympathy were commonly discussed traits. The participants then shared what
traits were important for any early childhood educator to have. Humor was highly regarded
as helping hard situations and getting through the days. Additionally, kindness and creativity
were also viewed as helpful. Everything came back to the love each had for the children.
When asked what they liked most about working in early childhood education, each and every
participant stated that the children were the best part. Each has a passion for their career
choices.
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Participants also described their role as an early childhood educator. Importance of
experiences was nearly exclusively related to professional growth and teacher efficacy. Each
and every participant was able to describe herself as an early career educator and not once
failed to acknowledge experiences as key to becoming a more confident and capable teacher.
Feelings of fear, lack of knowledge, and competence plagued them as early career educators.
However, with time came more foundational knowledge and strategies to help them feel more
confident planning for children‟s learning and working with parents.
Factors that teachers felt promoted and that inhibited persistence in the field ranged
from support systems to mentors. Support systems all included participant families. Not only
did the participants discuss their own families as they grew up, including siblings, they also
shared how current family situations were considered of utmost importance. Along these
lines, friends played a powerful role in supporting the participants in their decisions. Finally,
each participant was able to identify at least one role model that she felt was instrumental in
helping her become the teacher she had become. All of the identified themes are what truly
means and matters to the participants in this study. The findings support the research
questions as we explore the participants in this program who have made early childhood
education a career.

CHAPTER 5
NIGHT AND DAY

As the children are ready to go outside to play, they file onto the playground. Patti is
outside with her own coat, gloves, hat, and boots on. The children run around excitedly from
the climber, to the patio area, to the mound of snow that has accumulated. They talk about
making a snowman and a few of the children begin to roll snowballs on the ground. Patti
walks over to them. One child looks up and says, “Ms. Patti, come make a snowman with us.
We have to make a big snowball.” Patti gets down on her knees in the snow and starts
helping them pack the snow onto the ball they have started to form. They all talk and laugh
together as they play in the snow. Patti thinks to herself about her current situation, decked
out in snow gear, playing outside, enjoying the snow with the children. She feels privileged
that she is able to experience this type of work. The days are long, the children have constant
needs, and it can be stressful. However, to her, it is not work. She gets to have fun, enjoy the
children, and make a difference each and every day of her career. Patti feels fortunate that
she chose this career path and would never change it for the world.
The attitude toward her career choice is what makes Patti stand out as a committed
early childhood educator. Despite the difficult aspects of the career, she sees past them and
feels fulfilled. She places an insurmountable worth on her role. Early childhood educators that
practice this type of commitment can inform our field on many levels. By exploring their
attitudes, beliefs, and practices, programs, policy makers, literature, and teacher preparation
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programs can all benefit. Programs can make more informed hiring decisions. Policy makers
can implement practices to support the people choosing early childhood education as a career.
The literature can include more qualitative investigations of the factors related to commitment
in the field. Teacher preparation programs can implement curriculum that focuses on ideals
and beliefs that are found in teachers, such as Patti.
This chapter contains a brief summary of the research problem, discussion of the
career experience variables and commitment factors, recommendations based on the results,
and suggested future research needs.

Summary

This research has potential significance to pre-service educators, early childhood
administrators, and policymakers. According to data retrieved from the U. S. Department of
Labor (2014), it is predicted that employment of preschool teachers will grow 17% from 2012
to 2022, faster than the average for all occupations. This growth is anticipated as a result of a
national continued focus on the importance of early childhood education. More teachers to
meet the demands of a growing population of children aged three to five will be a necessity in
the coming years. Not only will there be a need for new teachers to enter the field, it will be
even more essential for teachers to stay committed to the field.
With a growing field the need to maintain consistency and commitment of educators
in ECE is of utmost importance. High quality early childhood education programs need the
support of high quality, committed teachers. Internationally, research indicates that early
childhood education must be of high quality to benefit children and that staff continuity and
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qualifications are central to that quality (Sumsion, 2007). Teachers should possess „„the
educational qualifications, knowledge, and professional commitment necessary to promote
children‟s learning and development‟‟ (NAEYC, 2005, p. 2). According to the IDHS (2011),
“high quality child care optimizes children's experiences and developmental outcomes and
also contributes to a prepared, productive and stable future workforce” (p. 3). However, job
dissatisfaction has contributed to high staff turnover in the early childhood education field.
With one quarter of the early childhood teachers in Illinois having left the field in the last two
years, a gap remains. Yet, little research has examined how perceptions of educators‟
characteristics may affect their intent to stay in the field (Holochwost et al., 2009). Early
childhood educators need supportive environments with orientation and induction periods to
grow into skilled and confident teachers. Career commitment must be improved in the early
childhood education field in order to elevate teacher dedication to quality in early childhood
programs.
The early childhood educators in this study were preschool teachers that had been
working in the field for a minimum of eleven years. They were in a NAEYC accredited,
community college lab school. As part of the college framework, the program has access to
more supports and benefits than other community programs. However, it must be reiterated
that not all teachers have been employed at the center for most of their careers. Two of the
four have only worked at the center for less than one year at the time of the study. The
methods used in which to gather data on this program and its teachers offered a unique insight
into successful workplace environments that foster feelings of commitment to the field. Early
childhood programs exist in a plethora of settings, serve diverse populations, and meet the
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needs of the communities in which they are a part. As a result, each program and the teachers
employed will have various issues and concerns that may contribute to feelings of staying or
leaving the field.
These teachers had a deep love and passion for their chosen career paths. The
participants reported what the literature has continually stated, teaching in early childhood
education is stressful and time-consuming; the job does not end when it is time to go home.
Yet, they had maintained their teaching careers for longer than the reported turnover rates
with early childhood educators. The findings of this exploratory qualitative case study suggest
that there are components related to early childhood education careers that can be supported
and nurtured. Hence, career sustainment may be able to be manipulated.

Conclusions of the Study

Early childhood educators work to develop deep connections with the children they
serve. Their feelings of making an impact are very powerful in contributing toward their
career choice. In this study, participants showed difficulty when describing what exactly made
a “good” teacher or “called” them to choose the field of early childhood education. The ideas
about a “calling” and a certain indescribable yearning one must possess were repeatedly
brought up during interviews with each participant. The idea of innateness of teaching came
about as participants tried to put words profound enough to describe important characteristics
for early childhood educators to possess. Moreover, when reflecting on their own careers and
summarizing their feelings, this idea came up yet again. Participants felt strongly about
certain characteristics and feelings that just had to be innate in someone and could not
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necessarily be taught or learned over time. It was evident that particular personality
characteristics were non-negotiable for sustainment through the positive and negative aspects
of an early childhood education career. Above all else, participants described experience as a
crucial contributing factor to their stability and confidence as an early childhood educator.
Ultimately, creating a successful career in early childhood education requires a strong love of
children. The participants discussed in various ways the enjoyment they felt from their roles
and had no feelings of regret or uncertainty in their career choice.
One would assume that all early childhood educators must have a love of children in
order to choose the career in the first place. However, it takes more than a love of children to
sustain a career. One must love their role, as well as, their time spent with children. Further,
one must be supported. In order to sustain this level of commitment, it takes effort to keep
someone on their journey to a career in early childhood education. Induction programs,
mentoring, and peer support communities are necessary in this line of work. A variety of
means to prepare someone for a career in ECE may include opportunities to work with all
ages within the spectrum of ECE, as well as, concentrated professional development and
planning time. This career path requires more than showing up and doing a job. This career
path demands a commitment that surpasses the work day. It interjects into your personal time
and flows through your being. It is with you night and day.
Figure 1 displays how the factors of career commitment in Early Childhood Education
are interrelated. Just as each snowflake is exclusive of others, Early Childhood Education is
unique as a career field. As discussed in this study, early childhood education is comprised of
a plethora of program types, with multiple organizations establishing standards and criteria
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that are constantly changing. Teacher requirements and child outcomes are continually being
revisited and elevated. Teachers are faced with high stress, low pay, and emotional burnout.
The early childhood education field has a historical practice of hiring teachers and
immediately placing them into classrooms. There are typically no orientation periods or
formal support systems. It is necessary to understand the multifaceted and intricate nature of
the role of an early childhood educator. It is possible to begin to address programmatic
shortfalls in an effort to revamp to system. Perhaps by looking at the facets of the Snowflake
Model, we can begin to support our teachers as they work toward higher levels of
commitment to the field. This study suggests that career commitment relies upon the
foundation of career development theories, including internal and external motivators and
systems, that enable someone to choose a career that best suits their personalities and
passions. Further, career commitment may require a resilient nature of someone that has
developed a strong feeling of teacher efficacy. These factors are then molded by a strong
sense of support systems, innate calling to the career, experience over time, a deep love of the
role of working with children, and persistent personality characteristics.

Discussion of the Study

In the research literature on early childhood teacher turnover, there are two gaps that
emerge: methodological limitations and focus limitations. Methodologically, the research is
mostly quantitative survey research focused on wages, conducted by organizations that study
turnover intentions as opposed to actual career decisions. Focus limitations relate to research
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Figure 1. Snowflake Model of Early Childhood Education Career Commitment.
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that is mostly geared toward reasons teachers leave the field of early childhood education
rather than delving into commitment and growth in careers.
It was my goal, by completing this research, to unveil an understanding of experiences
early childhood teachers share about their careers. I looked to find commonalities between
experiences that may indicate factors related to commitment that could be cultivated within
the larger field. My aim was to create considerations for leaders in the field, practitioners,
policymakers, researchers, and teacher educators. These considerations could be used to help
support more invested and committed professionals in early childhood education, thus
addressing the high turnover rate so often studied in the literature.
The literature review highlighted research in further detail related to the interplay
between teacher dispositions, commitment, and career choice. An introduction on career
choice literature and theories was examined. An overview of disposition studies was then
analyzed. As a result of the highly intrapersonal nature of this study, efficacy beliefs were
explored as they relate to the teaching field. The review included a broad analysis of career
commitment studies conducted in the teaching field. Also included in the review was an
exploration of issues surrounding career choice in the early childhood field, as well as,
unrelated fields, with an emphasis on external and internal factors of choice and the
connection with career commitment.
There is a disparity that must be noted between this study and the current body of
research that dominates the early childhood education career studies. While innumerable
studies maintain a focus on attrition and teacher turnover (Jorde-Bloom, 1986, 2010; Smith &
Ingersoll, 2004; Sumsion, 2003; Whitebook & Sakai, 200), few focus efforts on

125
understanding commitment to the field. In an effort to signify the results of this study, the
current literature is used to support the need for further investigating the themes found in
connection with commitment to the field of early childhood education.
Several theoretical frameworks were used as a guiding principle for the study. The
following theories were used: resiliency theory, career development, and teacher efficacy.
According to resiliency theory, resiliency is commonly explained in the context of a twodimensional construct including the exposure to adversity and the positive adjustment
outcomes of that adversity (Luther et al., 2000). Although this is common to definitions of
resilience, little or no consensus exists regarding what adversity refers to and what a positive
outcome to it would be. For purposes of this study, adversity refers to that commonly found
within early childhood education turnover literature. This includes low pay, high stress, long
hours, emotional exhaustion, and burnout. Career development theory included the big three
found in the literature, Tiedeman‟s (1964) Career Construction Theory, Holland‟s (1997)
Vocational Choice and Personality Types, and Super‟s (1990) Theory of Vocational
Development. These frameworks illustrated the progression of a career over time. The final
theoretical framework included was teacher efficacy, which was used in terms of one‟s
feelings toward skills and abilities related to the role of being a teacher.
All of these frameworks built upon one another to address the research questions.
Resiliency theory stood as the base for dealing with adversity in the field. Over time, a career
evolves based on ideas and expectations of the participant. Therefore, career development
theory was crucial to add into the discussion. Finally, as the role of early childhood educator
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itself is addressed, teacher efficacy was important to provide a scheme in which participants
could relate.
The study included four early childhood professionals that are currently employed as
teachers at the same center. Each participant had been working with children for at least ten
years each. According to Smith and Ingersoll (2004) many early childhood teachers leave the
profession within three to five years. Therefore, the participants in this study had shown more
commitment than most by remaining in the field for anywhere between eleven and twentythree years.
The scope of this research was limited to understanding the experiences and
perceptions of early childhood center-based educators in a lab school of a large community
college in the Midwest. By design, this research was limited to one center in which the
teachers had all exhibited commitment to the field by having worked with children for more
than the threshold of three to five years that was found in the literature. The participants of
this study are intentionally not representative of the field as a whole. Since the field as a
whole tends to have a high turnover rate, it was crucial to choose participants that were
atypical of most early childhood educators. The population was purposefully selected as a
means to answer the research questions from individuals that had experiences and assumed
commitment to the field.
As the study evolved, each participant was interviewed a total of three times. In
addition, each participant was also observed three times in her own classroom.
Transcriptions of interviews, observations in the classroom, and researcher field notes
were all compiled and analyzed. As analysis concluded, five themes emerged. The themes
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were: innateness of teaching, personality characteristics, support systems and inspiration,
importance of experience, and love of children and their role. The findings have wide
implications for the field as a whole.
Implications

The early childhood educators in this study provided an opportunity to further the
dialog concerning turnover and attrition in their field. As discussed in Chapter 1, there
remains a problem with early childhood educators staying in the field for more than three to
five years. The research has countless studies addressing turnover and reasons why early
childhood educators leave the field. However, there remains room for further discussion
regarding the people that have made this field a career, are committed, and desire to continue
in their teaching roles. The implications concern the stakeholders in the field, including
program policy, current practitioners, preservice teachers, and teacher educators. A recent
study by the Institute of Medicine and National Research Council (2015), “Transforming the
Workforce for Children Birth Through Age 8: A Unifying Foundation,” offers
recommendations for building a workforce that shares common child development knowledge
and competencies to provide high quality experiences for young children. Recommendations
include issues around competency, qualifications, education, well-being, and quality of early
childhood educators. The findings and recommendations in this study are supported by the
dialog that the “Transforming the Workforce” study has initiated.
The following sections will discuss a variety of implications for the field. Program
policy makers, current practitioners, preservice teachers, and teacher educators will play a
crucial role in bringing to life future recommendations.
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Implications for Program Policy Makers

Early childhood programs have been scrutinized for creating optimal growth and
development opportunities for young children. All states now have early learning standards,
for children three to five years old (NIEER, 2012). Organizations, including NAEYC and
Illinois Gateways have current ongoing initiatives that are driving quality measures in centers
throughout the state. These quality assurances have to do with teacher qualifications,
classroom environments, and teaching strategies. However, with the focus on child learning
and development outcomes, it leaves little for the level of support provided to teachers.
Teachers are focused on in terms of their skills and abilities in the classroom. Without teacher
consistency, child learning outcomes have been shown to decline (Coladarci, 1992).
Therefore, it would seem that efforts to retain and support teachers would help all quality
assurance expectations placed on programs. Teacher support plans should be front and center
in a program‟s plan, just as classroom and learning outcomes are. Recommendations as a
result of this study include: induction periods for new teachers, mentor programs for new and
seasoned teachers alike, work environments conducive to personality types, and preparation
time that supports a teacher‟s ability to plan and connect with others.

Implications for Current Practitioners

It is critical that current practitioners practice self-reflection on a continual basis. If
one does have that “innateness of teaching” and “love of children and their roles” yet does not
feel fulfilled with their career, it would be something to investigate further. From results
yielded from this study, it may be pertinent to consider the other findings in one‟s own life.
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For example, perhaps the person needs to work more on establishing relationships that would
fill a supportive or mentor gap in a career. Perhaps their own experiences have not provided
enough opportunities to feel a deep sense of confidence within the role. Networking through
professional development, attending workshops, and observing other classroom teachers may
be beneficial activities to support one‟s feeling of commitment to the field.

Implications for Preservice Teachers

This study may help preservice teachers enter the field better equipped to face the
challenges so often discussed in the literature. Novice teachers may understand that the field
of early childhood education comes with typically lower paying salaries, long hours, and
stress. However, those negative components of the job may not serve as reasons to leave the
field if one has the dispositions and characteristics shown helpful in overcoming adversity.
This study has alluded to Costa and McCrea‟s (1990) Big Five Personality Characteristics)
including openness, conscientiousness, extraversion, and agreeableness as those most in favor
of successful early childhood educators. Preservice and novice teachers should be cultivating
these types of personality types and actively avoiding behaviors related to neuroticism.
Actively working to support certain characteristics can be done through participation in the
following recommended activities: becoming involved in one‟s education through
organizations, leadership, and advocacy efforts, learn more about a program before taking a
job, gain extra experiences by volunteering or interning, develop one‟s own philosophy, and
advocating for oneself.
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Implications for Teacher Educators

Teacher preparation programs play an integral role in helping to support teacher
commitment ideals in preservice educators. Implications for teacher educator programs
involve curriculum and experiences offered to students. Curricular objectives align with many
of the aforementioned quality assurance organizations, such as NAEYC and Illinois
Gateways. While accredited teacher preparation programs do address preservice teachers
meeting the standard, “Becoming a Professional” (NAEYC, 2005), there remains the issue of
what happens when those teachers enter the field. As this study and literature review have
declared, it is those first few years an educator is in the field that they decide to leave.
Therefore, a recommendation for better teacher preparation is another implication of this
study. Curriculum should include opportunities to support and foster various resilience
strategies. Further, teacher dispositions should also be actively involved in a teacher education
program of study. Just as the curriculum should include these components, they will not
sustain unless the opportunity for various applications of learned skills and behaviors are
available. Recommendations for achieving this include offering practicum experiences early
in a program within a variety of age groups. Additionally, practicum experiences should also
occur in a diverse array of programs. Teacher education programs can also allow for students
to network with practitioners in the field, thus developing relationships with more experienced
teachers.
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Recommendations

Further, this study also has significance for the body of literature related to early
childhood education career commitment. As a result of the findings of this study, the
following recommendations are suggested in Table 4.

Table 4
Recommendations
Recommendation

Strategy

Stakeholder Group

1. Induction period for new
teachers

Comprehensive support
system and professional
development plan

Program policy makers
New practitioners

2. Mentor program for novice
and seasoned teachers

Community of Practice or
Peer Learning Teams

Program policy makers
New practitioners
Seasoned practitioners

3. Diverse practicum
experiences for preservice
teachers

Public and private program
observation opportunities,
along with various
curriculum exposure

Teacher preparation
programs
Preservice teachers
Program policy makers

4. Consistent opportunities
for working teachers to
plan and prepare together

Incorporating subs or
floaters to cover parts of the
day enabling teachers to
meet on a daily basis

Program policy makers
New practitioners
Seasoned practitioners

5. Ongoing expectations for
self-reflection of practice
and well-being

Weekly check in
opportunities and video
recording teacher/child
interactions

New practitioners
Seasoned practitioners

6. Personality and passion
considerations for teacher
placement in roles

Internship or apprenticeship
models prior to committing
candidates to specific ages
or classrooms

Program policy makers
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The following are detailed explanations of the recommendations from this study‟s
findings.

Induction Period for New Teachers

By supporting new teachers from the beginning of a role, it would provide knowledge
and understanding needed to feel comfortable and confident with their place in the
organization. Teachers should be provided time and opportunities to learn and grow in the
classroom. Too often, our early childhood educators are thrown into the classroom setting
with little real-life experiences to draw from. Critics have accused teaching as an occupation
that initiates its new prospects by “sink or swim” or “trial by fire” tactics (Smith & Ingersoll,
2004, p. 682). An induction program should be comprehensive and support the new teacher to
create a lifelong passion for the career. A meaningful induction program for early childhood
educators would involve a variety of supports, including administrators, mentors, and
curriculum experts that can be called upon when the inductee requires more training or
support in certain areas. The induction program should establish a professional development
plan with goals for the new teacher. As the participants in this study credited support systems
and experiences as vital to their commitment to the field, it appears worthwhile to put those
frameworks into place from the beginning of one‟s career.

Mentor Program for Novice and Seasoned Teachers

Similar to the needs addressed by including an induction period in the beginning of a
new teacher‟s tenure, mentor programs also serve an important purpose for new teachers.
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Smith and Ingersoll (2004) reference the body of work that has supported the hypothesis that
well-designed and implemented mentor programs have increased efficacy and retention of
new teachers. Mentor programs initiate the building of relationships between new and
seasoned teachers. By establishing relationships with coworkers that nurture the emotions of a
new teacher, it would encourage a connection to the role that may otherwise be nonexistent.
Ways in which teachers could be organized in supportive structures, could include an
integration of a Community of Practice or Peer-Learning teams. DuFour (2004) defines a
learning community or team as a group of staff members determined to work together to help
students learn and improve school community in order for all to succeed. In the context of
early childhood education, this would mean teachers and other staff collaborating to help one
another improve child development and outcomes. Galinsky (2012) describes a support
group-type learning community, or community of practice, that benefits members by
providing a venue to share lessons, exchange materials, and propose activities and feedback.
Dedicated involvement in a community of practice could support commitment to the field for
new early childhood educators. As the participants of this study repeatedly stated, support
systems and good relationships with coworkers were essential to their connection to the field.

Diverse Practicum Experiences for Preservice Teachers

Preservice teachers have the coursework necessary for attaining qualifications needed
for teaching in the early childhood education field. However, practical experience working in
the field is an aspect that is difficult to teach. A study conducted by Nolan and Rouse (2013)
found a powerful connection between practicum experiences and attitudes toward career
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choice for preservice teachers. The study found that diverse practicum experiences built
confidence, supported their experiences, and confirmed their career choice. The participants
in this study discussed difficulties working in the field, including working with parents,
providing appropriate curriculum, and building relationships with children. These challenging
components of the role need hands-on experience and time to nurture and build confidence to
accomplish them. Preservice teachers should be given opportunities to complete observations
and plan activities for children early on in their education. The programs in which
observations are occurring need to be diverse and represent the field in which students will
ultimately find themselves employed. For example, a range of public and private agencies
should be considered. Programs ranging from corporate centers to Head Start can be utilized.
Additionally, a range of curriculum philosophies should also be acknowledged, such as
Montessori, High Scope, and Reggio Emilia. Increased diversity in practicum opportunities
would address some of the lack of confidence and minimal experiences teachers report upon
beginning in their careers.

Consistent Opportunities for Working Teachers to Plan and Prepare Together

This study found that teachers that felt supported in their roles felt more committed to
them. Their abilities to reportedly fulfill the responsibilities of their role proved contingent
upon relationships with coworkers and supervisor support. Further, while the research is
limited in the field of early childhood education, there remains evidence that planning time
support is helpful for retaining primary grade educators. For example, a study done by Elliott,
Isaacs, and Chugani (2010) asserts that teacher preparation programs that include an emphasis
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on “actual activities of teaching (i.e. assessing a student‟s ability and planning a guided
lesson) produce teachers whose efficacy levels are more conducive to success in the
classroom (p. 133). This study concludes that the same results can be likened to early
childhood educators. However, with time restraints and teacher-child ratio issues at the
forefront of staffing concerns for many early childhood programs, it can prove difficult
to provide extra time for teachers to meet with one another on a regular basis. By
valuing the need for teachers to meet together on a daily basis, programs can help
support how teaching teams plan learning experiences, share ideas about the classroom
environment, and address child growth and development outcomes. This can be done
through subs or floaters placed in classrooms during various times of the day, such as
naptime or snack time. Being provided time to connect with coworkers and plan for the
learning outcomes of the children, teachers would be afforded enhanced confidence and
connection to their own teacher efficacy.

Ongoing Expectations for Self-Reflection of Practice and Well-Being

It would be assumed, that any person wishing to improve and show professional
growth would practice self-reflection and ongoing evaluative measures. This study‟s
participants shared their feelings and experiences by being provided an outlet to self-reflect.
They were honest and forthcoming about their experiences and abilities as their careers
progressed. The teachers used their evolving skill sets and attitudes about their roles to grow
into the successful educators they wished to be. One policy recommendation from the state of
Florida is to assess individual needs of early career teachers and their self-efficacy and
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learning needs (Elliott et al., 2010). Programs can accomplish this by scheduling consistent
meetings with teachers and supervisors. These meetings could be no pressure, check in
opportunities to gauge the temperature of the teacher. How are they feeling? What are they
struggling with? How can they be further supported? Through the establishment of an
induction period, the teacher would have established a self-directed professional development
plan. Through ongoing self-reflection of practice and well-being, teachers could address their
needs with supervisors and be supported while working on them. Another practice that can be
beneficial to teachers is to have a video recording of their interactions with the children. This
can be anything from reading a book aloud to the children, conducting a small group activity,
or participating in a music and movement exchange. Although it may seem intimidating to
teachers to be videotaped, the power of watching oneself and seeing it with an objective lens
is powerful. It allows for deep self-reflection and evaluation of future practice. Without
healthy teachers, we cannot expect to have healthy children.

Personality and Passion Considerations for Teacher Placement in Roles

Oftentimes, directors of early childhood programs are concerned with filling vacant
positions in their classes in order to comply with state-mandated ratios. Potential employees
come in for interviews and accept the position, happy to have a foot in the door of their
chosen career. However, this may lead to teachers prematurely leaving the field due to a
mismatch in the goodness of fit. For instance, Williams (2012) found some infant-toddler
teachers that dismissed their role as a career as they only viewed it as a stepping stone to work
with the ages they were truly interested in, preschoolers. If program administrators and policy
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makers could incorporate goodness of fit into their hiring practices and match people with
roles with the age groups they felt a true passion and drive for, as well as coworkers that could
serve as supports and mentors, it might ultimately reduce turnover. However, the current
hiring needs revolve around meeting Illinois ExceleRate guidelines. Administrators are
required to hire teachers with certain Illinois Gateways Credentials. As administrators feel
pressure to meet mandates, this may influence hiring and recruitment strategies in an adverse
manner. It could increase the chance that a candidate is offered a position that might not be
the best fit. A possible solution to this would be incorporating an internship or apprenticeship
model before committing a candidate to a role. This may include having someone work in a
classroom for several weeks that is qualified, yet testing out the goodness of fit. Perhaps this
could also mean teachers already employed by the program have the opportunity to move to
different classrooms and age ranges when an opportunity arises. Growing our own is
important to strengthening the workforce. Someone that felt committed to their career,
through goodness of fit and matching with supports and mentors would feel less likely to
leave his or her job.
Future Research

The theoretical frameworks and themes identified in this study are unique to the
teachers that commit their careers to early childhood education. Future studies would be
beneficial to test the ideals behind this model. On a larger scale, in different types of
programs, how do the factors in this model relate or connect? Research needs to delve into
commitment and growth in early childhood education careers.
Further research questions could include:
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1. How do early childhood educators choose their careers?
2. What systems or support would have possibly made a person stay in the career that
had already left?
3. How do early childhood educators feel about their abilities in their roles?
4. What supports do early childhood educators identify as being helpful to their
commitment in the field?
5. How does the application of various models of teacher-child interactions affect
retention rates? For example, is there a difference in retention rates among teachers
that practice a model, such as Powerful Interactions (Dombro, Jablon, & Stetson,
2011), and those that do not?
6. How do programs support the career goals of current teachers?
7. What curriculum models exist to help support the development of early childhood
teacher dispositions?
Answering these questions could lead to more contextual understanding of the
lived experiences of early childhood educators. Additionally, answering these questions
could provide ways to help better prepare and retain a committed early childhood
education workforce, ready to jump in the snow with children.Future research should
include more qualitative input to gain broader perspective from people that have stayed in the
field. Longitudinal research would also be informative. Tracking educators throughout their
careers would offer extremely insightful data to help understand the trajectory, feelings, and
perceptions early childhood educators go through. Also, there is a need for more research to
inform the field to help with retention of early childhood educators. The current bulk of
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literature is focused on reasons teachers leave the field of early childhood education. As much
as that focus has aimed to push arguments for policy makers to increase pay and credentials,
there still remains a need. We need to help support our current teachers in their roles.
This qualitative case study explored factors related to career commitment in early
childhood educators. The theoretical frameworks used proposed that sustainment in early
childhood education careers was linked to one‟s own teacher efficacy beliefs, resilient
natures, and factors related to personality dispositions and career choice development. The
literature suggested that both internal and external factors influenced a person‟s decision to
leave or stay in the field (Savickas, 2005). According to the four participants involved in this
study, both types of factors are crucial in guiding career longevity. The general conclusion of
the data collected in this research study is that career commitment in early childhood
education is based on the ideas of the career as a calling, the personal dispositions a teacher
has, and a true passion for working with children. Work environments and supervisors are
critical in helping to support or diminish feelings of connectedness to one‟s career.
This chapter concludes this research study. The findings unveiled five themes that
relate to early childhood education career commitment; a) innateness of teaching, b) love of
children and their role, c) personality characteristics, d) importance of past experience e)
support systems and role models. Recommendations speak to all programs, policy makers,
and teacher educators, to understand the complex nature of early childhood education career
demands in order to develop programs and practices that support sustaining early childhood
education careers. In order to meet the needs of this diverse and often undervalued workforce,
further research on issues of sustainment in the early childhood field is recommended.
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(Each interview will be approximately 90 minutes each, no more than 1 week apart.)

Interview 1: Focused Life History
1. Tell me about your life up until you became a teacher – going back as far as possible.
a. Tell me about your early experiences with:
i. your family
ii. school
iii. friends
iv. neighborhood
v. work
2. Tell me about anyone in your life you could describe as a role model or mentor for
yourself professionally.
a. What specifically can you identify about that person made them important to
you as a role model or mentor?
Due to the emergent nature of the study, questions will be developed and incorporated into
interviews 2 and 3 as interviews proceed and information is gathered.
Interview 2: Details of the Experience
1. How long have you worked in Early Childhood Education?
a. How long have you worked at this particular job?
2. Explain your responsibilities at your job.
a. How would you describe a typical day?
3. Describe yourself as a professional?
a. What characteristics are important to have working in ECE?
4. Describe your relationship with your co-workers.
a. Describe a time when you worked well with your co-workers.
b. Describe a time when you had an issue with a co-worker(s).
5. Describe your relationship with your supervisor.
a. How do you approach requests or concerns with your supervisor?
b. What characteristics do you feel are important for a supervisor to have?
6. What is your overall satisfaction with your job?
a. Can you tell me about a specific time that you were pleased/satisfied with your
job?
b. Can you provide an example of when you were frustrated/dissatisfied with
their job?
c. What is the best part about working at your job?
d. What is the hardest part about working at your job?
i. Describe how you work through those parts.
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7. Have there been times, during your years as a teacher, when you considered leaving
the classroom? What were your thoughts at the time and what made you change your
mind?
Interview 3: Reflection on the Meaning
1. Given what you have said about your life before you became a teacher, and given
what you have said about your work now, how do you understand early childhood
education teaching careers?
2. What sense does it make to you?
a. How have you seen yourself change from your early days as a teacher?
3. Where do you see yourself going in the future?
4. Do you have any additional comments or thoughts about your career as a teacher?

Possible Supplemental Interview Questions
1. Tell me more about your education, professional preparation, etc.
2. Please reflect more on your early educational memories. What stands out as positive
and negative influences for you?
3. Tell me about the reactions you received from your family and friends when you
chose to go into the field of early childhood education.
4. How would you describe the public‟s perception of early childhood education? Why?
5. Describe your family dynamics to me – how many children (if any), how many
children in your family growing up, etc.
6. Where were you born? Where have you spent your life (same area, other states, etc.)?
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I agree to participate in the research project titled (insert title) being conducted by Tara Mathien, graduate
student, at Northern Illinois University. I have been informed that the purpose of the study is to explore
early childhood teachers‟ experiences of their work as a long-term career. I understand that if I agree to
participate in this study, I will be asked to do the following: participate in three interviews spaced no more
than one week apart.
I am aware that my participation is voluntary and may be withdrawn at any time without penalty or
prejudice. If I have any questions about the study or my participation in the study, I may contact Tara
Mathien (847-751-0078 or tmathien@harpercollege.edu). If I have any concerns about the nature of the
study, I may contact Dr. Joseph Flynn, Faculty Advisor (jeflynn@niu.edu or 815-753-4404). I understand
that if I wish further information regarding my rights as a research subject, I may contact the Office of
Research Compliance at Northern Illinois University at (815) 753-8588.
I understand that the intended benefits of this study include the opportunity to have my voice heard and
share my experiences with early childhood education as a profession. This study will also help to shed
light on positive and negative aspects of the early childhood profession in hopes of informing
administrators, policymakers, and educational leaders to take a critical look at improving professional
issues in early childhood education.
I have been informed that potential risks and/or discomforts I could experience during this study include
loss of time when participating in three interviews approximately 90 minutes each and possible feelings of
fear or insecurity with disclosing true feelings about the workplace environment, peers, etc. The researcher
has taken steps to minimize the risks of this study. Even so, you may still experience some risks related to
language within the interview questions. The questions are sensitive and may make you feel uncomfortable
or embarrassed. You may remember or think about things that bother you.
I understand that all information gathered during this experiment will be kept confidential. We plan to
publish the results of this study but will not release any information that would identify you. There are
some reasons why people other than the researcher may need to see information you provided as part of the
study. This includes organizations responsible for making sure the research is done safely and properly,
including Northern Illinois University. To keep your information safe, the researcher will keep your
information collected through the interviews on a password-protected computer.
I realize that Northern Illinois University policy does not provide for compensation for, nor does the
University carry insurance to cover injury or illness incurred as a result of participation in University
sponsored research projects.
My decision to participate or not participate will have no impact on my employment. I understand that my
consent to participate in this project does not constitute a waiver of any legal rights or redress I might have
as a result of my participation, and I acknowledge that I have received a copy of this consent form.
_______________________________________
Signature of Subject

______________
Date

I consent to audio recording of all interviews.
_______________________________________
Signature of Subject

______________
Date
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To: Individual email will be sent to each participant at his/her own email address
From: Tara Mathien taramathien@gmail.com
Subject: Research Participation Invitation: Career Experiences of Early Childhood Educators
This email message is an approved request for participation in research that has been
approved or declared exempt by the Northern Illinois University Institutional Review Board
(IRB).
Dear [insert name],
My name is Tara Mathien, and I am a doctoral candidate at Northern Illinois University. I am
writing to invite you to participate in my research study about career experiences of early
childhood educators. The study will explore perceptions and experiences that early childhood
educators have about their career choice and daily roles in the field.
You're eligible to be in this study because you are an early childhood educator and have
worked in the field for at least five years or more. I obtained your contact information from
XXXXX College‟s Child Learning Center.
If you decide to participate in this study, you will be interviewed for approximately 90
minutes, three different times, with no more than one week in between each interview. You
will also be observed in your classroom before each interview. I would like to audio/video
record your interviews and then I‟ll use the information review and come up with overall
experiences and perceptions about being an early childhood educator.
Remember, this is completely voluntary. Any information you provide during interviews and
observations will be kept strictly confidential. Your identity will not be used. You can choose
to be in the study or not. If you'd like to participate or have any questions about the study,
please email or contact me at (847) 751-0078 or taramathien@gmail.com.
Thank you very much.
Sincerely,

